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			For Jake, Sam and Jessica (The Acorns).

			From small acorns grow big Oak trees.

			Des Powell

			 

			 

			 

			For Mark Bradley and Jeff Allum.

			Warriors, mavericks, true friends.

			Damien Lewis

		

	
		
			

			We are the pilgrims, master; we shall go

			Always a little further; it may be

			Beyond that last blue mountain barred with snow

			Across that angry or that glimmering sea.

			James Elroy Flecker (the unofficial regimental collect of the SAS)
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			First Author’s Note

			For reasons of national security and/or confidentiality, it has been necessary to change some details of events, including names, places and dates, when writing this book.

			This book has been written from my memory and from conversations with those fellow soldiers who were able to talk with me about the events portrayed. No one recorded the conversations that took place and few written reports were produced. I have therefore re-created conversations as accurately as I can and as I, and others, remember them.

			I have been fortunate in that several other accounts of the SAS’s 1991 war in Iraq have been published, and I have been able to cross-check many of the events portrayed. These include first-hand accounts of the activities of various patrols, plus more general books giving a wider sense of the UK special forces campaign in Iraq. I have included a full bibliography at the end of this book, for those who wish to read more on the subject.

			In the 1980s, a covert force was formed to better respond to the nature of modern-day conflict. Only experienced veterans were selected and each was exhaustively vetted. The name of this force remains classified, but the kind of missions undertaken were those our government might wish to deny. This outfit still exists, and it carries out some of the Regiment’s most interesting operations. For the purposes of this book it is referred to simply as ‘The Unit’.

			 

			Des Powell, July 2021

		

	
		
			 

			Preface

			A while ago I drove north to the city of Bath, to meet up with a former Special Air Service operator called Derek ‘Des’ Powell, together with his close friend Paul Hughes, who is also ex-military. Paul had reached out to me via mutual friends, to tell me a little about Des’s remarkable career in the SAS, particularly the time he spent deep behind the lines in Iraq, in 1991, during the First Gulf War.

			We met at the very well-appointed Francis Hotel, in Bath’s Queen Square, and spent several hours over tea and cakes, talking through the nineteen years Des had spent serving at the apex of Britain’s armed forces and in all imaginable theatres of war. But what really stood out for me was that 1991 Iraq mission, one that I could not quite believe I had never heard about, especially as I have read and written extensively about special forces missions.

			A great deal of what the man on the street tends to know about SAS operations during the First Gulf War generally arises from the clutch of books that were published soon after by former SAS operators, most notably Andy McNab’s Bravo Two Zero and Chris Ryan’s The One That Got Away. Both concern the eight-man SAS patrol codenamed Bravo Two Zero and the hellish fate that befell all on that team, after they were compromised by the enemy and forced to go on the run in Iraq.

			The First Gulf War involved a UN-mandated coalition of armed forces from the world’s foremost military nations, who went to war in the Middle East to evict the Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein’s military from Kuwait, a sovereign nation lying to the south of Iraq, which had been invaded, looted and comprehensively taken over. Saddam had sent his armed forces into the oil-rich country seeking territorial and financial gain – nothing more. All special forces sent into Iraq were warned that if they were captured, they should expect to face the direst of fates at the hands of their captors.

			Consequently, the men of the Bravo Two Zero patrol did all in their power to escape and evade the enemy, but, moving on foot through terrible conditions, all but one were killed or captured. Chris Ryan was the exception, and his book tells the story of his epic escape to safety. As the story of the First Gulf War played out on the world’s TV screens, the fate of the Bravo Two Zero patrol became known to the world’s public, and even more so after the books were published.

			I had read those accounts at the time, and the stories concerning the Bravo Two Zero patrol were undoubtedly compelling. Unsurprisingly, they captured the imagination of the British people. But what I hadn’t realized until sitting down to talk to Des Powell was that there were three Bravo patrols sent into Iraq in January 1991: Bravo One Zero, Bravo Two Zero and Bravo Three Zero. Bravo One’s story proved short-lived and this book explains why. With Bravo Two Zero, the British and international public all know the tale of what befell their patrol.

			Until now, no one but those few hailing from the special forces community has been any the wiser as to the fate that befell the third patrol, Bravo Three Zero. Des served as its second-in-command, and what he was able to outline to me during our chat at the Francis Hotel proved utterly riveting. Des opened the door on an epic of untold action, heroism, courage and fortitude against all odds, while also telling of a series of significant failures and shortcomings suffered by all three Bravo patrols, underlining why the men of Bravo Two Zero may have suffered the dire fate that they did. He also spoke of the very significant achievements scored by the Special Air Service in Iraq, which seem to have been overshadowed by the spectacularly dark and fearful fate that befell that one patrol.

			As 2021 marks the thirtieth anniversary of the 1991 Gulf War, it strikes me as being only right and proper that Des and his wider patrol finally get to tell their story. It is one that will not only grip from the very start, being a chronicle of immense personal courage and fortitude, but should also prove historically significant, offering up insight and lessons to be learned, ones that remain highly relevant today.

			 

			Damien Lewis, July 2021

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Big Dogs Don’t Bark

			As we headed through the dusty, sun-baked, one-horse town of a place, I could sense the suspicion and hostility hanging heavy in the air.

			Our vehicles – civvie-looking Toyota Land Cruisers – were perfect for crossing rough desert terrain, but not so great for keeping a low profile and making like locals. We were a two-vehicle convoy, but the Land Cruisers were just too damn modern and functional, and not beaten about enough, stained with oil and caked in dust to blend in. We were dressed in civvies, with Arab-style shemaghs – headscarves – wrapped around our faces, but that didn’t hide the fact that we were outsiders.

			Targets.

			This area was notorious – barren, featureless, waterless mostly, and known to be a hotbed of extremism. Foreigners – Westerners in particular – were not always welcome in this part of the Middle East. I just had to hope my mucker, Steve Jones, riding in the rear vehicle, would prove himself as switched on and as clued in as I hoped he was, for I figured trouble was brewing big time.

			There was a squelch of static in my radio earpiece. ‘Lots of locals clocking us there, Des.’

			‘Yeah, seen that, mate,’ I replied to Steve. Good to see that he was on the ball. ‘Keep your eyes peeled.’

			I could feel my adrenaline spiking and that weird, wired, hyper-alert feeling that takes over your senses whenever you feel combat might be imminent, or your life to be in mortal danger. Instinctively, I reached down with my left hand and felt for the reassuring shape of the M16 assault rifle I had jammed into the space beside my seat.

			I am a left-handed shooter. In the Regiment, I was forever being slated for it. ‘Des, you should’ve been drowned at birth. All lefties should have. You’re an awkward cuss.’

			In truth, there are significant drawbacks to being a leftie. As I’d learned to my cost, most weapons are designed for right-handed operators. Years back I’d been in Northern Ireland, on a covert recce where I needed to blend in. Dressed like a regular squaddie in green Army kit and tin lid, I’d been carrying an SA80, the British Army’s standard assault rifle. But when it came to putting down some fire, all of a sudden I’d got smacked in the teeth while operating it left-handed. At first I thought I’d been shot, the blow was so powerful. It turned out the SA80’s cocking handle was designed only for a right-handed operator: it had shot back while ejecting a spent round and cracked me full in the mouth. I still have the scars to show for it.

			But there is one significant advantage to being a leftie, especially when serving alongside a right-handed operator, like Steve. A few days back we’d practised our anti-ambush drills out on the ranges. I had exited my vehicle first, putting down the initial burst of rounds, allowing Steve time to exit and make the first move, or ‘bound’ as we call it in the trade. With my weapon on my left shoulder, I could see Steve in my peripheral vision, and when he went static and started hammering out the rounds, I was up on my feet and moving like lightning. Fire-and-manoeuvre is the bread and butter of countering hostile enemy action, for which a left–right pairing is the perfect combination.

			Steve and I pulled away from that hellhole of a town, fully aware that we had been clocked by the bad guys. We headed south, moving into a vast stretch of burned-brown, undulating desert terrain, which unrolled before us under wide, furnace skies. The horizon shimmered. Rivulets of sweat dripped down my back. There seemed little the vehicle’s aircon could do to counter such suffocating heat. I could see my driver – Mo, a local and a real solid kind of a guy – glancing nervously in his rear-view mirror, his armpits dark pits of sweat.

			He knew just as well as we did that trouble was coming.

			All of a sudden Steve was on the radio again. ‘Third party approaching from behind, Des.’

			I glanced in my wing mirror. Sure enough, we had some kind of 4x4 motoring up towards us, trailing a thick cloud of dust. In this part of the world everyone drove like a bat out of hell and everyone carried a weapon. You couldn’t just go blasting apart any vehicle that looked like it might be a drive-by shooting waiting to happen. More to the point, in the unit I hailed from it was all about winning hearts and minds, as much as it was about who dares wins. That was a lesson learned first during the SAS’s earliest operations in World War Two, and we’d taken it with us into all conflicts ever since.

			The 4x4 bearing down on us could just conceivably be some innocent locals, in a hurry to get somewhere . . . although I really didn’t think so. If we acted first and took out what we feared was the threat, it could be a total disaster hearts-and-minds wise.

			Hence my orders to Steve. ‘Slow down. Let ’em pass. That way, we get eyes-on and we can suss out their intentions.’

			‘Got it.’

			I motioned to Mo to ease off the gas. He’d been my driver for some weeks now, and as far as I was concerned he was as good as it gets. Tough, measured, loyal, brave, he was one of our prime sources of intel, as well as being more than half-decent behind the wheel. By now, few words needed to be said between us whenever I wanted something doing.

			As the suspect 4x4 thundered past Steve’s wagon and approached ours, I patted my bumbag, which I always wore on my front when riding in a vehicle. It contained my Glock pistol, plus a few very handy grenades: great for when you wanted to crack open your door and roll one out under a nearby vehicle, before accelerating away from the danger.

			When riding in an armoured vehicle you can’t open fire without cracking a window, or opening the door and bailing out – otherwise the bullets will ricochet off the armour or bulletproof glass and most likely kill or wound you and whoever else is with you. That was the beauty of the grenades. If you slipped open the door and tossed one out, it would detonate under the hostile vehicle while doing you very little harm, because you were encased within a shell of protective armour. That was why I always kept a couple to hand, in case of the kind of threat I feared we were about to face now.

			The 4x4 slowed its speed to match our own, and I swear I could feel the hostility of the stares drilling into the side of my head. They were two-up, a driver and a passenger, and both were very, very unfriendly looking. No sign of any weaponry yet, but that didn’t mean a thing. They wouldn’t be able to see my arsenal, either, or Steve’s for that matter. A second 4x4 emerged from out of the dust and accelerated to pass us, the air crawling with danger and evil intent. That vehicle was also two-up.

			So there were four of them versus the two of us shooters, for neither Steve’s driver nor mine was armed.

			The 4x4s pulled in ahead of us and slowed, throwing up a thick cloud of dust in our path, making for perfect ambush conditions: ideal for forcing us to a halt, guns blazing. I could feel every fibre of my body tensing with the knife-edge, pulse-pounding anticipation of imminent combat, my teeth grinding against each other as I psyched myself up for what I knew was coming. But finally, the dust cloud began to dissipate a little, and I could just make out the vehicles haring away at speed.

			Gone to seek reinforcements, no doubt, I told myself, grimly.

			‘Mate, let’s pull up for a chinwag,’ I announced into my headset.

			My voice had gone noticeably gravelly and deep, the result of all the adrenaline that was pumping though my veins. I rarely get like this, and only when true danger is threatening. I have been blessed with an acute kind of sixth sense. A threat radar. A gut instinct. I’ve learned never to ignore it.

			We pulled over onto the side of the track. ‘Right, those fuckers are up to no good,’ I announced. I just knew – knew – we were in trouble, and my voice was laced with tension and raw aggression. This far from friendly territory, we had only two options – fight or flight – and it was one hell of a long way to head back through the badlands to reach friendly lines. ‘I don’t feel like being dead today.’

			Steve locked eyes with mine. He was a man of few words, but bulletproof reliable, or so I hoped. He breathed not a word, waiting for me to set the tone for our next move.

			‘If they show their hand, let’s knock those fuckers on their arses,’ I announced, my finger punching the air in the direction the 4x4s had disappeared. ‘And before they get the chance to do one on us.’ Now to pop the million-dollar question. We were bound to be outnumbered and very possibly outgunned. Easy to opt to run in such a situation. But as far as I was concerned, there was no running from this one. ‘Mate, are you fucking up for it?’

			Forgive me for the cussing. In normal civilized society I rarely if ever swear. But using such language is a natural – unavoidable – corollary to the aggression that is crucial to winning such a firefight as I felt sure was coming. It’s also a simple fact of such situations that whether you choose to stand and fight or run depends to a great extent on the calibre – the raw warrior spirit – of those on your shoulder. I’d never been in action with Steve before. Right now was when the rubber would hit the road.

			Steve’s gaze remained steady, unwavering. ‘Yes, mate, I fucking am. They show their hand, we take the fuckers on.’

			Steve was former Parachute Regiment like me. I’d never really doubted him, but it was still good to hear those words and the rock-steady tone in which they were delivered. Even better to see the flinty determination in Steve’s eyes.

			‘Right, this is what I want you to do. As soon as they make their move against us, I’ll stop our vehicle and exit right. I’ll put down rounds immediately to cover you. You exit as fast as you can and take the first bound forward. Once I see you putting down rounds, I’ll make the next bound, stop, down on one knee and fire. Soon as you see that, you make the next bound, and we’ll pepperpot right up to the target. You okay with that?’

			I needed to double-check with Steve that he’d got it, as this is actually the reverse of how you normally train for such a scenario. Normally, when riding in a vehicle and facing an ambush, you make your bounds – ‘pepperpotting’ – backwards, away from the threat, to disengage from the source of the danger. But right here and now, I sensed that we had to do the opposite. We had to go forward, taking the fight to the enemy with raw aggression and deadly accurate firepower. It was the last thing they’d ever be expecting.

			‘Roger that,’ Steve confirmed. ‘We take the fight right to ’em.’

			‘Any questions?’

			‘None.’

			‘Listen, let’s nail these fuckers. No one is going to tell us what we can and can’t do around here, okay?’

			‘Got it,’ Steve confirmed.

			This wasn’t any kind of vacuous pep talk. As team leader, I was revving us up for what I knew in my bones was coming. The smallest number you’d ever deploy with is two-up – a two-person team. I needed to get Steve – and myself – worked up into a fever pitch of self-belief and our blood well up, so we’d take the fight right down the enemy’s gun barrels.

			‘Keep in contact via the body-sets. Control your firepower. Keep it tight and accurate and let’s bound all the way up to the fuckers’ eyeballs.’

			‘Got it.’

			‘And remember, no one ever dies from a loud bang.’

			He smiled. No further words necessary.

			No one ever dies from a loud bang – one of the oldest sayings in the Regiment. It’s the corollary to: Controlled and accurate shooting wins the day. Most adversaries we tended to come up against had a habit of unleashing massive amounts of fire, but making precious little attempt to aim. Lots of noise and dramatic pyrotechnics, but not the best way to go about killing your adversary. Hence the saying: No one ever dies from a loud bang.

			We had to presume these guys were carrying AK-47 assault rifles. In the Regiment we were trained to use just about every weapon imaginable, our own and the enemy’s. With the AK’s safety catch mechanism, the first click takes it off ‘safe’ mode and into automatic, the second to single-fire. That reflects the mindset of the Russian military, for which the AK-47 was ­initially designed: it was all about putting down as much hot lead as quickly as possible. By contrast, British and US assault rifles tend to have the opposite settings: first to single-fire, then to auto.

			As sure as eggs is eggs, the bad guys would flick their AKs onto automatic, especially when faced with our gleaming Toyotas, which were just too tempting a target. The AK-47 is a big, heavy grunt of a weapon, and in auto mode it has a massive kick, which makes it slam back into your shoulder, forcing the barrel to rise into the air. That would play into our hands, or so I hoped, causing our adversaries to shoot high.

			Plan sorted, Steve and I got back into the wagons and got underway again.

			There was one other reason I was convinced we had no choice but to stand and fight: if we turned tail, we’d be in a car chase, which would automatically give the bad guys the upper hand. On tarmac, their 4x4s would very likely be able to keep pace with ours. If we ventured off road, experience had proven we’d risk getting bogged. Deprived of the vehicles – of our all-important mobility – we’d be finished.

			On foot, they’d hunt us down in the desert like dogs.

			We had a saying about this in Air Troop, the SAS unit I hailed from. Going off road was like sticking with a bad parachute during a jump: if it hadn’t opened properly, it never would, and the ground was rushing up to meet you very, very fast. Likewise, leaving the road amidst such terrain was not a smart idea, especially as the locals were sure to know the area like the back of their hand.

			Before joining Air Troop, I’d done a year with Mobility Troop – those who specialize in using vehicles as the means to enter hostile lands, as opposed to airborne (parachute) insertions with Air Troop, waterborne means with Boat Troop, or high-altitude means with Mountain Troop. In Mobility Troop, we’d had drilled into us this one vital lesson: lose your vehicles – your chief means of mobility – and you were finished. That was the key takeaway.

			We had another saying in the Regiment that to me was like a universal mantra: Always be cautious of people who talk loudly and brag – a lion never has to tell you it’s a lion. Those who mouth off and pose and swagger don’t tend to have the fight in them, at least not when push comes to shove. Likewise, I’d sensed from the bad guys’ posture and attitude that they wouldn’t be able to meet fire with fire for long, and certainly not when faced with two maniacs – Steve and myself – charging down their very eyeballs.

			A few klicks further along the road we reached our intended destination – a disused power station that we had to give the once-over. So far, there had been no further signs of the bad guys, but that didn’t mean shit. Steve and I walked around the deserted buildings and sorted out our routes into and out of the complex, for when we had to return here with a far larger force, to execute the main mission. Today was just a recce. Before returning to the vehicles to head back to base, I reminded Steve to keep hyper-alert, for I didn’t think for one minute that the danger had gone away.

			Sure enough, we’d been underway for less than ten minutes when I clocked two vehicles in the distance up ahead, more or less blocking the road. Curiously, these weren’t the 4x4s that we’d seen earlier. They were standard Nissan-type saloon cars. But that didn’t mean a thing. It was the way they were parked up – in a V-shape and mostly barring the route ahead – that raised my suspicions.

			Standard anti-ambush drills are to keep driving and to smash a way through any roadblock. But I didn’t think for one moment that would work here. Fast and all-terrain friendly, the 4x4s were likely the recce force, while the Nissan guys would be the raw firepower. If we tried to ram our way through, there were bound to be further hostiles mustering up ahead. If we turned and ran that would be like a massive come-on, and they’d come tearing after us, so we’d be taking rounds up our backsides.

			In elite forces circles, we always try to fight at a time and place of our own choosing. This was far from ideal, but it was better than all the alternatives I could think of. We needed to deal with this here and now, with swift, decisive and deadly firepower. That way, no one else would have the inclination to try to take us on.

			I reached across to Mo, and gestured for him to slow the vehicle to a crawl.

			‘Steve: stand by, stand by,’ I breathed into my radio.

			‘Roger that.’ Calm, collected, but pumped with adrenaline – it was just the kind of response I was hoping for.

			We crept forward at around 20 mph. Three hundred yards, two-fifty, two hundred – my mind was kicking off in all directions, my senses working overtime, heart racing as the tension kept building and building. I saw the doors crack open in the Nissans up ahead, as figures tumbled out into the dust and the fierce afternoon sunlight. I could see already that they were armed. But like I said, every man and his dog carries an AK-47 in this part of the world. We still needed them to show their hand.

			Instinctively, it was now that I reached inside my shirt and grabbed hold of what I had slung around my neck. They were a bog-standard set of Army-issue dog tags, but to me they had become like a talisman. I wore them everywhere I went, no matter how secret or deniable the mission and bugger the rules. They had become my touchstone. At 25,000 feet and about to hurl myself off the ramp of a C-130 Hercules; at 30 feet and about to leap off the ramp of a Chinook into a raging, night-dark sea; anywhere heading into imminent combat – I’d grab hold of my dog tags, take a grip on my inner core and say these few words to myself: Let’s get the job done, Des, and let’s fuck off home.

			Nothing more, nothing less; just those few simple words. It served to ground me and calm me and give me focus and self-belief. Let’s get this done and let’s get home for tea and medals.

			I was once training with a bunch of Delta Force guys, and we were about to blow our way through the target house door. I put my hand to my chest, and one of the Delta guys – Delta Force is the nearest US equivalent to the SAS – saw me whisper my time-honoured mantra. After the exercise was over, he picked a quiet moment to come and have a word with me.

			‘Des, I saw you going through your ritual earlier. Heard you talking to yourself. But who were you speaking to really, Des?’

			I smiled. ‘Any sod who’s listening.’

			‘Are you religious?’ he pushed.

			‘Don’t think so.’

			‘Are you spiritual? What type of faith d’you follow?’

			‘Not sure. My mam was a Methodist, my dad a spiritualist.’

			‘What does that make you?’

			I paused for effect. ‘A methylated spirit.’

			The other SAS guys on the team dissolved into laughter. The Delta guy didn’t get it, for methylated spirits is known as ‘denatured alcohol’ in the US, so the joke just didn’t make any sense to him. He stared at me, head on one side. ‘That your Brit sense of humour?’

			I told him that it was.

			And right now, as I put my hand on my dog tags and went through my revered ritual, I reminded myself of just why Steve and I were here. If you aspired to serve in the SAS – wearing the beige beret and the winged dagger – there would be times when you’d have to put your life on the line. If you weren’t up for that, you should never have sought to join in the first place. It came with the territory.

			I was proud to have served in the Parachute Regiment and even more to have made it into the Special Air Service. One of the favourite sayings we had at Hereford – hometown of the SAS – was Big dogs don’t bark. That is a motto fit to live by. It was one that I figured Steve and I were going to have to embody right now, as we took the fight to the enemy.

			Moments after finishing my ritual with my tags, I saw the figures up ahead start jockeying for position. Seconds later, the first guy brought his weapon to his shoulder and opened fire, spraying a long burst of rounds into the desert to the front and to either side of us.

			I thrust out my right hand and slammed my palm across Mo’s chest: ‘Stop! Stop! Stop!’

			As he came to a halt, I put my shoulder to my door, barged it open and hit the deck, running, running. I’d already configured my mags, slotting them into my chest pouches for ease of access, and I’d moved my M16 from beside me onto my lap. I dashed a good 20 feet ahead of the Toyota, moving forward and covering the first ground.

			Then I went static, down on one knee, while bringing the M16 into my shoulder in one fluid movement. I could see four gunmen at the front of the roadblock, each brandishing an AK-47. There could be more of them, waiting in the vehicles. No way of knowing. Bullets were spitting and snarling all around as I opened fire, putting down controlled double taps – aimed, two-round bursts. I saw bullets spark off the flank of the nearest Nissan, and its headlamps shatter in a shower of glittering glass.

			Blanking my mind to the fact that I was alone out here and in zero cover, I adjusted my fire, walking my rounds onto the human targets.

			It was them that we needed to kill.

			The gunmen shifted their aim, realizing that one of their targets had broken free from his vehicle. I saw the first spurts of dirt kicking up to the left and right of me as they let rip in my direction, the desert sand darting and spurting all around. While it was one hell of a lot of incoming, the fire was all over the place, but that didn’t mean a stray round wouldn’t kill. The AK-47 is a 7.62 mm weapon, as opposed to the 5.56 mm calibre of the M16, so it packs a considerably greater punch, and its bullets are decidedly lethal.

			‘MOVE NOW!’ I yelled.

			It was now that I needed Steve to make his first bound forward, to unsettle and confound the enemy. Conversely, if he didn’t show, I was as good as finished, with little cover, nowhere to hide and no backup or covering fire. For the barest instant I wondered if I had misjudged him, before I saw a figure flash through my peripheral vision. Steve was around forty paces away from me on the far side of the lead wagon, dashing towards the enemy like Usain Bolt on speed.

			Go, Steve, go.

			I saw him come to a halt and go down on one knee. His weapon came up and he squeezed off the first rounds. Fast, fluid, instinctive, controlled, he was moving like a true professional. We might be outnumbered, but we were far more exhaustively trained, infinitely more resourceful and armed with better weaponry, I reminded myself.

			Now, to win this.

			‘MOVE NOW!’ Steve yelled.

			As I rose to my feet, my left hand flipped out the first empty mag from the M16, reached for a replacement and slotted it into the weapon, even as my legs powered forward. I tore past Steve, advancing a good 30 feet, before dropping onto one knee and opening fire again.

			I made sure Steve had spied my position, before yelling: ‘MOVE NOW!’

			In a carbon copy of my own dash, Steve raced ahead, changing his mag as he went. I kept hammering out the rounds – bang-bang; double tap, bang-bang; double tap – all the while reminding myself just what kind of psychological impact this had to be having on the enemy. Here we were in the depths of their territory, outnumbered and basically outgunned, but instead of fleeing or retreating we were racing down their very guns.

			Unnerving, to say the least.

			Soul-destroying and life-ending was what I fully intended.

			I could see massive amounts of bursts erupting around Steve and myself, as fierce volleys of AK fire kicked up the dirt, blasted sand ripping into exposed skin and eyes. I could hear the distinctive, deafening dzzzzzzzzztttt made by several AKs unleashing on automatic. We might well be facing a wall of fire, but those long, greedy bursts would prove less accurate, and it would mean that they were burning through their ammo big time.

			No one carries an unlimited amount of bullets. As I tried to comfort myself with that thought, rounds tore past like a swarm of angry hornets, the air juddering with the impact of deadly projectiles travelling at twice the speed of sound. Some were so close that I could feel the air snap and tear, as they ripped past just inches away from my head.

			Then I saw myself drop the first guy. One moment he was unleashing in our general direction, his muzzle sparking fire, the next I had him nailed in my sights and let rip with a double tap. He folded into a bloodied heap on the sand. Pleased with that, I told myself. We were far from out of the woods yet, but the psychology of this truly had to be getting to the enemy.

			‘Go!’ Steve yelled.

			As I launched into a repeat of the previous bound, I noticed how with each leg Steve and I were converging on each other, closing the gap on the enemy. We were less than 75 feet away from them now, and as I dashed forward, moving in still further, I saw Steve drop a second of the gunmen. The figure collapsed onto his knees, as a pall of red bloomed on his chest, before another of Steve’s rounds tore into him, flipping him around and down.

			‘Go!’ I yelled, as my right knee hit the sand and my trigger finger let rip.

			Steve leapfrogged ahead of me, and he was no more than thirty paces from the nearest gunmen by the time he went static. On his command, I raced ahead again, and we were close enough now to see the whites of their eyes. Faced with a couple of bulletproof lunatics like the two of us, the bad guy made a dash for his vehicle, inside of which there could well be piles of extra ammo, grenade-launchers or other weaponry. Or the Nissan might even be wired as a gigantic bomb – a vehicle-born improvised explosive device; a VBIED. Before he could reach it, Steve and I had nailed him.

			I was 20 feet from the enemy, as the last of the figures turned and ran. Or rather, he tried to. As he stumbled and then crawled towards his vehicle, I followed him in my sights, but I could tell that he was already badly – possibly terminally – injured. He wrenched open the driver’s door and collapsed inside.

			I’d already exhausted three mags, each packed with twenty-eight rounds of 5.56 mm. You never put in all thirty bullets, for it tends to over-stress the magazine’s spring and can lead to stoppages. Either way, Steve and I had peppered the bad guys, plus their vehicles, with around 180 bullets. I had no idea if the Nissan was drivable, or how badly injured the figure slumped in the driver’s seat might be, but as he tried to reverse away from us, the vehicle limped up the road at barely above walking pace, kangarooing and coughing as it went.

			‘You okay?’ I yelled across at Steve. He nodded a terse affirmative. ‘Leave the vehicle!’ I added, gesturing at the crippled Nissan. ‘Check the guys on the ground. I’ll cover you.’

			Of the three figures we’d dropped, I could tell that one at least was still alive. We needed to disarm any who might still have any fight left in them. That was our key priority right now – not brassing up a vehicle that was already shot to shreds and a driver who I doubted was going to live. Plus we had no idea if there were other hostiles lurking in the one remaining Nissan, and we needed to clear it fast.

			Of course, I knew I could put an entire magazine into that fleeing – crippled – vehicle. I had more than enough ammo to do so. But we were SAS, not SS, we liked to remind ourselves. We were professionals and that wasn’t our modus operandi, plus there simply wasn’t the need.

			The injured driver didn’t have a dog in the fight any more. He might even live to see another day, although I doubted it. His vehicle had taken an enormous amount of punishment. It was down on its rims, the windscreen and side windows were completely blown away and the bodywork was peppered with bullet holes, which spread like a series of macabre spiders’ webs across the flanks and the bonnet.

			We had other priorities than being that man’s executioners.

			I saw Steve dart forward and kick the weapon away from the nearest wounded guy, as I covered him with my sights. After the deafening noise of the gunfight, it had fallen deathly quiet. The silence was ringing in my ears. I was suddenly aware how soaked in sweat I was, and how heavily I was breathing, sucking in the hot air and dust in great, searing gasps.

			I saw Steve step back so he could cover the injured man and the other figures lying on the deck. ‘One injured!’ he yelled. ‘Rest KIA.’

			KIA – killed in action.

			I acknowledged him, got to my feet and moved forward to join him. I headed past Steve to check out the remaining vehicle, my weapon firmly in the aim, just in case it still contained any enemy who were up for the fight. As I glanced through the windows, I saw upholstery riddled with bullet holes and piles of shattered glass. No sign of any bodies – living or dead.

			I turned back to Steve. ‘Vehicle clear! You okay, mate?’

			‘Yeah.’

			I glanced from Steve to the bodies and the pools of thick blood congealing on the hot sand. I felt a momentary tinge of remorse, before reminding myself that they had forced us to do this. It was either kill or be killed. I checked on our Toyotas, positioned 150 feet back up the road. That was the amount of terrain that Steve and I had covered, in our full-on charge down the enemy guns. True to form, Mo and the other driver had turned the wagons around, ready to execute a swift getaway.

			I ran an eye over the dead and the injured one final time. Correction. There were no injured any more. The last living bad guy had just breathed his last.

			I eyed Steve. ‘Right, let’s get the hell out of here.’

			We began the walk, moving back across the bullet-scarred terrain towards our vehicles. ‘Good drills, mate,’ I remarked to Steve. I meant it. To do what he had done took real cojones. Just as I’d suspected, Steve had what it takes in spadefuls.

			‘Fuck, mate,’ Steve replied, still breathing heavily from the firefight.

			He was younger than me and I didn’t doubt he was less combat-experienced, so this may well have been his first full-on contact. He’d done us both proud.

			‘Right, let’s get the hell out of here. Let’s get back to camp. You know this place better than I do, so figure out a route. And just be aware, there may well be a follow-up.’

			‘Got it. You okay, Des?’

			‘Yeah, let’s get the fuck out of here.’

			Steve had been in-country for longer than me, hence my asking him to set the quickest route back to base. But more than that, I just needed a moment. Though we’d won the firefight and neither Steve nor I had a scratch on us, I was seething with anger. There had been long moments when it could have gone either way. A little less noise and a little more accuracy on behalf of the bad guys and we’d have been toast.

			My overriding thought was this: How dare they. How dare they want to take us on and take our lives. What had we ever done to them? How dare they.

			I took a moment to reconfigure my kit, reminding Steve to do the same – reloading, checking mags, that kind of thing. But more than that, I just wanted a few seconds to get my emotions back under control. Running through the well-honed military procedures gave me something to focus on, other than the sheer depraved murderous malevolence of what those guys had tried to unleash upon us today.

			What had they been intending to do? Wound us? Disable us? Hold us to ransom, decked out in orange boiler suits? Or just rob us and our vehicles and leave us for dead?

			I breathed deeply, pushing the anger and rage away. Time to get moving.

			‘Okay, mate, lead off,’ I radioed Steve.

			As we got underway, I scanned the desert to all sides. I wondered if the gunmen had got a call through to any of their backup, before we’d taken the fight to them. Either way, if we hadn’t shown the steely resolve and sheer professionalism that we had done, I didn’t doubt that would have been the last of us. I’d known that I had a good right-hand man in Steve. I’d known he was up for it. If not, I’d have ordered us to make an about turn and run.

			Don’t get me wrong: every time I’ve faced such situations I have been shit scared. Every single time. The answer is to channel the fear. My dog tags – they are my means to channel it. They reboot me, giving me the inner focus to face whatever is coming. At such moments I tell myself several things, which are my ground truths: there is no getting out of this situation unless I face it head-on; I’ve chosen to be here, so best get on with it; I’ll doubtless find myself in such situations again, as they come with the territory.

			So, let’s get the job done, and let’s get home for tea and medals.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Scrambled

			As with so many life-changing events, I heard about our Iraq deployment like a bolt out of the blue.

			It was mid-December 1990, and with not a hint of anything special or remotely earth-shattering being in the offing, we were called together by Andy ‘Geordie’ Straker, the squadron sergeant major (SSM) who headed up B Squadron SAS. For months now the TV screens had been blaring out news regarding the war in the Middle East and how the conflict there was likely to escalate. In the summer of 1990, Iraqi dictator Saddam Hussein had sent his military forces to invade Kuwait, Iraq’s southern neighbour, and the community of nations had reacted by giving him an ultimatum: withdraw, or a powerful military coalition would be assembled to evict him. No one believed that Saddam would comply, which meant the drums of war were beating.

			Rumour had it that the SAS was going to be involved in the kind of deep desert raiding operations that had first been developed during the early years of World War Two, when SAS founders Colonels David Stirling and Blair ‘Paddy’ Mayne had perfected the art of jeep-borne hit-and-run attacks in North Africa. Nothing remotely like this had been tried by the Regiment ever since, and for sure this was exciting, heady stuff.

			Only, not for us it wasn’t. Our chances of going to war in Iraq were just about zero.

			Of the SAS’s four Sabre – fighting – Squadrons, A, D and G had been dispatched to the Gulf, for acclimatization and desert mobility training, prior to deployment to Iraq. Us sorry lot in B Squadron had drawn the proverbial short straw. For months now we’d been consigned to counter-terrorism (CT) duties, as one squadron always needed to remain in the UK, in case of any terrorism, hostage-taking or similar incidents. In short, we weren’t getting a look-in, in Iraq, and that was just how the cards had fallen.

			Geordie Straker gathered us together in B Squadron’s Interests Room, the nerve centre of our unit at its Hereford base. Each squadron has an Interests Room, and the plaques, flags, weaponry, war memorabilia, photos and other mementoes bedecking the walls encapsulate the history of the SAS stretching right back to World War Two. Of course, right now the walls of A, D and G Squadrons’ Interests Rooms were plastered with maps, press cuttings, satellite imagery and related intelligence about Iraq and the coming Gulf War. By contrast, ours was displaying little of that, because none of us had a cat’s chance in hell of getting there.

			Or so we thought.

			With little fanfare, Geordie stepped forward and made the following announcement. ‘Right, lads, G Squadron is getting recalled to the UK to take over the SPT. Which means we’re heading to the Gulf. Hand over your black kit to G and get your desert kit together, ’cause you’ll be lucky if you get Christmas at home with the family.’

			Not surprisingly, there was a ripple of merriment that pulsed around the room. Not a few of the guys were almost bent double with laughter. This just had to be some kind of Christmas wind-up.

			A few piped up with comments like: ‘Come on, Geordie, you can’t be serious!’ ‘Yeah, and Santa Claus is real too!’

			The SPT that Geordie had mentioned – the Special Projects Team – was another term for the CT squadron, those who would be decked out in ‘black kit’ – jet-black combats, respirator and the works – when on operations: the kind of gear those who had stormed the Iranian Embassy in London in 1980, had been wearing. The very idea that G Squadron might be pulled back from the Gulf, after spending months getting ready for desert warfare, to take our place on CT duties was just absurd. Likewise, there was less than four weeks to go before the deadline expired, so sending us lot to take G Squadron’s place in the vanguard in Iraq was equally laughable.

			Some figured Geordie was an anomaly for a sergeant major running an SAS Sabre Squadron. Men in his position tended to have a certain profile: hard as nails, blunt-spoken, daunting, unapproachable. One of the squadrons had a sergeant major who was known simply as ‘Mad Dog’, and he pretty much fitted the stereotype. But Geordie did things a little differently and he was unapologetic with it: he was a considerate, supportive, accessible kind of bloke, and I for one rated him highly. He also wasn’t the sort to pull this kind of stunt; this kind of prize-winning wind-up.

			‘No, seriously, lads – you’re headed for the Gulf,’ he repeated, in that deadpan, matter-of-fact way of his. He took a moment to glance around the assembled men, letting the message sink in. His calm, no-nonsense attitude left no one in any doubt: This is for real.

			A stunned silence settled over the room. No one was laughing any more. There wasn’t so much as a stifled titter. Geordie had grabbed our attention alright.

			‘As I said, go prep all your CT kit for the handover to G, then grab as much Christmas leave as possible,’ he continued. ‘Get as much time as you can at home with the missus, girlfriend and the kids – whatever. Expect to be called back in a week, no more, when we’ll head out to the UAE for prep. From UAE we’ll move into Saudi, to forward mount from there, so we can get into the war proper.’

			Geordie made it clear there wasn’t a moment to lose, after which he had little more to tell us. We broke up and headed for the door. To say I was speechless was an understatement. It was less than ten days to go until Christmas, and I’d been winding down psychologically in preparation for the festive break. Being the CT – or ‘standby’ – squadron, we’d have remained on call even over Christmas, ready to race back to Hereford if needed, but not a man amongst us had been expecting anything remotely like this.

			As we exited the Interests Room, a million thoughts crowded into my head. What was I to tell Emily, my wife? We were just about to complete on the purchase of our first house, and were moving in over the next few days. We’d been dreaming about having Christmas there. And now this: her husband of less than two years was about to shoot off to war. Plus this was no tinpot kind of conflict: Saddam’s battle-hardened military was 900,000 strong, making it the fourth largest in the world. By contrast, the British military could muster less than a third of that number, reservists included.

			Of course, we all knew the sketch about the war in the Gulf and what it had signified for the other squadrons. In a bloody eight-year conflict with Iran, Saddam Hussein had more or less bankrupted his country. On his southern border stood the oil-rich sheikhdom of Kuwait. On 2 August 1990 Saddam had sent his armed forces across the border, taking the country in a matter of hours. He saw it as the solution to all his woes. When world leaders had raised their objections, backed by threats of military action, Saddam had told them bluntly: ‘Yours are societies that cannot accept 10,000 dead in one battle.’

			In other words, you don’t have the stomach for the fight.

			Saddam’s was no idle threat. Over half a million Iraqi and Iranian soldiers had died in the conflict between the two countries, which had lasted for most of the 1980s. So when it came to taking casualties, the Iraqi people were well seasoned. Even so, widespread international condemnation of the invasion of Kuwait led to the UN issuing a deadline for Iraq to withdraw: 15 January 1991. It was a dead cert that Saddam wouldn’t comply, so A, D and G Squadrons had flown to the Gulf, executing months of build-up training based in friendly nations – the United Arab Emirates (UAE) first and foremost.

			But now one of those squadrons, G, was being recalled, and we were slated to take their place.

			What followed Geordie’s bombshell briefing was utter chaos and pandemonium. We streamed outside into the winter sunshine in something close to shock. It was a beautiful December day: cold, crisp, sunlit and clear. But that was mostly lost on us. Instead, we stared at each other in wide-eyed amazement: Fuck, we’re going to war.

			The next moment we were dashing for the Red and Blue Team hangars, where we’d spent the last several months on more or less permanent standby for any terrorist incident or similar kind of emergency. We gathered together all the black gear, plus the special-adapted CT Range Rovers, to shove into G Squadron’s hot little hands. Understandably, those G Squadron guys were going to be utterly pissed off. But their loss was going to be our gain.

			As we began to dump all the CT gear into the newly arrived guys’ custody, there was more than a little slagging.

			‘Nice suntan. But what’s with the long face?’

			‘Why don’t you ask the CO for a transfer into B Squadron? There’s still time.’

			‘Yeah. Join the best of the best.’

			To which we got the standard response: dark scowls and a chorus of ‘Piss off. Wankers.’

			There was fierce competition between each of the four squadrons, especially when it came to getting the peachiest operations. Each squadron was seen as having its own distinct character and idiosyncrasies, which tended to influence the kind of tasks given out, as one of the old and the bold had once explained to me.

			‘Well now, Des, A Squadron are all funny buggers, aren’t they?’ he’d remarked. ‘They don’t even like each other, do they?’

			‘True,’ I conceded. ‘That lot don’t seem to exactly get on.’

			‘Then there’s G Squadron – the Wooden Tops,’ he’d continued. ‘Bunch of posh landed-gentry types. As long as they’re inspecting each other’s gleaming boots and buttons on parade, they’re happy.’

			G Squadron – often known as Guards Squadron – did strike me as being a lot like that: a good number of to-the-manor-born types in their ranks; hence the Wooden Tops nickname, after the BBC TV children’s series about a farming family.

			‘Take a look at D Squadron,’ he added, nodding to where a few of their guys were crossing the quadrangle. ‘Good outfit, but a bunch of shy buggers – you’d never get them on the dance floor.’

			I had to agree he had a point.

			‘And then there’s B Squadron.’ Pause. ‘Come karaoke night they’re first to make a move, getting the girls jigging and spinning, before getting totally shit-faced and making a right nuisance of themselves. That’s why B Squadron is known as Disco Squadron, Des. They’re loud and in your face. And that’s why Disco Squadron tends to get a certain kind of op.’

			Well, right now Disco Squadron were about to replace the Wooden Tops in the one theatre where war was imminent, which can’t have gone down too well in some quarters. It struck me there must have been some serious infighting amongst the Regiment’s senior command, and not a bit of bad blood. But all that was way above my pay grade.

			Still, the more I thought about it the less sense it made. G Squadron would be at the very top of their game, after months of desert training; we were in rag order. Our deployment was going to be horribly rushed, and we’d doubtless be heading out ill equipped and ill prepared. But ours was not to reason why. We often joked that the letters ‘SAS’ really stood for ‘Special Administration Shit’. At the same time we had that down-to-earth Tommy attitude that despite the crap kit and the crap planning, we’d get the job done.

			If you didn’t expect anything much, anything you did get was a bonus.

			It also struck me that this shock development – our sudden Iraq deployment – might offer a real opportunity. Maybe it was the chance that I’d been waiting for, to finally prove myself in the Regiment. To get truly accepted. It was four years since I’d passed Selection and I hadn’t exactly covered myself in glory in the interim. I’d come from the Parachute Regiment, having joined up at age nineteen, and it was all down to my ‘Para Reg attitude’ that some at Hereford hadn’t exactly warmed to me.

			I’d spent eight years as a Para – the last few as a physical training (PT) instructor – and I’d loved every minute of being in the Maroon Machine, as we called it. But the Paras had an ethos and attitude that didn’t always translate well into other units. If two blokes had an issue on a Monday, they tended to flare up on a Wednesday, have a punch-up on the Friday, and be the best of mates again come Monday morning. There was a man’s-man’s way of sorting things out, something that was actively encouraged. You were to work it out between you, bury the hatchet and make good. At first, I’d presumed the same would ring true at Hereford. Big mistake.

			At ‘H’, you were supposed to be more mature and more able to be the ‘grey man’ – the individual who could fade into the background when on covert operations. Heading for weeks behind enemy lines in small, intimate teams, the four-man unit was often what we deployed in, especially on observation post (OP) spying-type or intel-gathering missions. It goes without saying that in such situations you can’t go punching out the other blokes in your patrol. In short, when you made it into the SAS you had to put the man’s-man’s way of doing things very much behind you.

			I’d found that somewhat challenging. Being a blunt-spoken northerner – I hail from the Steel City, Sheffield – I like to call a spade a spade. If I catch anyone talking behind my back, it’s like a red rag to a bull. I flash. The first time it happened at H was when I attempted Selection, first time around. I’d made it through to the final days of the Jungle Phase – so all the tough hills, endurance and survival stuff was behind me – when I suffered an accident. I was airlifted out of the jungle and failed on medical grounds: it was seen as too risky for me to continue.

			One of the handful of other blokes who’d made it through to that stage of Selection had made what I’d believed was a wise-arse comment. I’d flashed, and within seconds – bam, bam – I’d put the guy down on his knees. Of course, word got around and it was made crystal clear to me that the powers that be didn’t approve. ‘This isn’t Para Reg,’ I was warned. ‘Up here, you don’t take matters into your own hands. Those who do don’t tend to last.’

			I’m not a big guy. Far from it. I stand around five foot eight and I’m a shaven-headed whippet-slim slip of a bloke. But I’m fast as lightning and fit as a butcher’s dog, plus I’ve done a great deal of martial arts training – so much so that I was made B Squadron’s de facto unarmed combat instructor. While I weathered that first punch-up, and even got invited back to try for Selection again, I’d had a few further incidents since then. My final big flash at Hereford very nearly got me binned – returned to unit (RTU’d). It was only when some of the senior NCOs opted to stand up for me and argue my case that I was given a second chance.

			Was I the black sheep of B Squadron? Not quite. A round peg in a square hole? Maybe not that, either. But I’d earned a certain reputation. One of the things I had yet to fully appreciate was that the SAS was as much about saving lives as it was about taking them; as much about earning loyalties and allegiances as about making enemies. Winning hearts and minds was the bedrock of the SAS, whose founders had quickly realized that small-scale behind-the-lines missions were all but undoable without the support of the locals.

			Local communities were the water within which the fish had to swim. Deprived of that, they would suffocate and drown. You won the allegiance of the locals by doing good in their communities; by showing them respect; by forging links and brotherhood. As a simple example, I was one of the most highly qualified medics in B Squadron. We trained extensively so we could deal with any casualties. But we were also trained to deal with all kinds of common ailments, and even to deliver babies, so that we could serve as makeshift doctors amongst those remote populations we came across.

			Perfect for winning hearts and minds.

			What many don’t realize is that passing Selection is only the first step in being truly accepted into the Regiment. For the next few months – or years, even – you’re basically on parole. The system is informal and unspoken, and mostly the senior ranks will engineer it so that those they don’t want – those who don’t fit in – end up RTU-ing themselves. No one can say how long a newbie stays on parole, but I had a distinct feeling mine was still up and running, four years into my time at H.

			So it struck me that this shock development – B Squadron’s sudden Iraq deployment – might be my chance to finally make good. That same ‘Para Reg attitude’ – the punchy, Maroon Machine, fight-our-way-through-anything viewpoint – could well prove an advantage where we were heading. No one doubted the seriousness of the threat we would face in the Iraqi desert, and raw aggression and a hunger to take the fight to the enemy might well pay dividends.

			That was all underlined when our role was outlined to us. We were deploying in support of A and D Squadrons, as Battle Casualty Replacements, or BCRs. A BCR does exactly what it says on the tin: you’re held in reserve, ready to be rushed in when any of the patrols suffer casualties. In that event, we’d fly out to rendezvous with either one of the squadrons, to be swapped for any wounded, or to slot into any unfilled places – seats on vehicles vacated by men who had been killed or were missing in action.

			The fact that they intended half of B Squadron to serve as BCRs reflected the level of casualties the Regiment was anticipating. It was reinforced by a rumour that had done the rounds. Prior to us, A Squadron had been the last to deploy, and before they had left Hereford they’d been called to the gym, one of the few buildings on base that can accommodate squadron-size briefings. One of the senior officers had proceeded to deliver a pep talk, but his words hadn’t exactly left the boys with a warm fluffy feeling.

			‘Lads, make no mistake – this is happening,’ he’d stressed, having first outlined the chances of Saddam backing down, which were next to zero. ‘When it does, we’re going to be at the very forefront of operations.’ It was then that he’d added, ominously: ‘So, you need to prepare for the worst that might happen. You know the level of threat posed by Saddam’s armed forces. If the shit hits the fan, some of you will not be coming home. Best face up to that now.’

			A man of his standing – a colonel in the SAS – does not utter such momentous and frankly daunting sentiments without word getting around. We’d heard various versions of the colonel’s speech. Only, before now we hadn’t considered it anything much to do with us. Now, as BCRs, we were going to be very much in the thick of it.

			 

			We had seventy-two hours to get our shit together, before grabbing a few days’ precious Christmas leave. In between sorting vital paperwork, weaponry, personal kit, specialist desert equipment, communications gear, mapping, satellite imagery, intelligence materials and the like, there was no end of briefings, covering the complex nature of the multi-national coalition being assembled, plus what we were to expect from Saddam’s military, and what targets we might encounter on the ground.

			With the UN deadline fast approaching, thousands of US, British, Australian, French, Polish, South Korean and Arab-nation troops were converging on the Gulf. Britain’s 8,000-strong 7th Armoured Brigade had already deployed, plus we had helicopters, fighters, bombers and surveillance aircraft in theatre. By the end of the month some 30,000 British troops were slated to be there, but that would be dwarfed by the 700,000 American military personnel, along with all the kinds of lethal hardware they tend to deploy with.

			We had a series of target-assessment briefings. Power stations, airfields, command bunkers, leadership hubs, hydro-electric dams in the mountains of northern Iraq – we were heading into a target-rich environment, as long as we could slip our patrols through the desert to hit them. That was what we specialized in, of course, and no one doubted that we’d be infiltrating by vehicles, as opposed to inserting by air, which was my personal speciality, along with the rest of the guys in my unit, Air Troop.

			There are four troops within each SAS squadron – Mountain, Mobility, Boat and Air. I was serving as a corporal in Air Troop, those who specialize in making airborne insertions into hostile terrain, mostly by high-altitude freefall parachuting. I was determined to sort out my own personal gear, to give me the best possible chance of proving myself, when we got boots on the ground in Iraq. We Air Troop lads had privileged access to the one place on base where we could get our kit modified and bastardized, even at extremely short notice.
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