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Author’s Note



This book is about what it was like to fight as a Welsh Guardsman in Helmand in 2009. The account will bear little resemblance to what you will have read in the newspapers, heard politicians describe, or tried to glean from the upbeat progress reports of generals. War is chaotic and gruesome as well as, on occasions, noble and heroic. The reader is not spared that reality.


In his history of the Irish Guards from 1914 to 1918, Rudyard Kipling wrote of the difficulties of retrieving sure facts from ‘the whirlpool of war’. Some things that at first looked straightforward when I was on the ground in Helmand with the Welsh Guards now appear much more complicated. Areas of near-conviction in my mind then are now shrouded in uncertainty.


Kipling’s two-volume work included the death of his only son John, a lieutenant who perished in September 1915 at Loos, the first battle in which the Welsh Guards fought. ‘Men grow doubtful or oversure, and, in all good faith, give directly opposed versions,’ he wrote. Sifting through ‘the personal prejudices and misunderstandings of men under heavy strain, carrying clouded memories of orders half given or half heard, amid scenes that pass like nightmares’ was, he found, a task replete with pitfalls. The more he learned, the more difficult it became to establish what really happened because ‘the end of laborious enquiry is too often the opening of fresh confusion’.


This has been my experience over the course of nearly 18 months spent researching Dead Men Risen. During that time I conducted some 246 hours of audio-recorded interviews with more than 260 people, predominantly in Afghanistan, Wales and England. Many were interviewed several times. A number of further interviews were done on a background basis with no recording. I examined 2,374 military documents made available to me and drew on other sources including letters, diaries, emails, videos, Royal Military Police reports and the proceedings of coroner’s inquests. Acknowledgements of those who have assisted me appear after the main text.


As part of the required publishing agreement with the Ministry of Defence (MoD), the manuscript was submitted for review by the Army. This resulted in 493 separate questions, suggestions or requests for changes to be made, followed by protracted discussions that continued even after printing.
 

The narrator of Robert Louis Stevenson’s Treasure Island sought to present ‘the whole particulars’ of what happened ‘from the beginning to the end, keeping nothing back but the bearings of the island’. In this case, the bearings of the island are those matters that could endanger the operational security of British troops. To protect the safety of those in Afghanistan and for legal reasons a number of redactions have been made at the MoD’s request and appear as blacked-out passages. For reasons of personal security or privacy or at their own request, a number of people are identified only by a pseudonym. These appear as: Guardsman Ed Carew, Corporal Chris Fitzgerald, Private Wayne Gorrod, Lieutenant Piers Lowry, Trooper Jeremy Murray, Rifleman Mark Osmond, Serjeant Tom Potter, Captain Richard Sheehan and Guardsman Gavin Wynne.


Dead Men Risen should be read with close reference to the maps at the start of the book and the plans of incidents that appear alongside the text. Appendices outline the structure of the Battle Group, highlight the principal figures and list every Welsh Guardsman who served in Afghanistan in 2009 as well as many others who were attached to the Battle Group.


At the head of that list is the name of Lieutenant Colonel Rupert Thorneloe, who became a friend in Northern Ireland in the late 1990s, when I was a journalist and he was a military intelligence officer. After I first visited Helmand at the start of 2006, before British troops had begun to arrive, I stopped in Kabul on my way home. I went to the bleak, snow-covered British Cemetery, where crumbling tombstones recalled the men who had fought for Queen and Empire in Afghanistan only to be, in the words of Kipling, ‘left on Afghanistan’s plains’ to go to their ‘Gawd like a soldier’. Days earlier in Helmand, an American development official had predicted to me that British troops would ‘get hit on the roads’ while an Afghan warlord told me that some still sought vengeance for the wars of the nineteenth century. Soon, I reflected in print, there would be new memorials for those from another generation of courageous Britons who would be cut down by the Pashtuns. When I went to the cemetery again in early 2010, Rupert Thorneloe’s name had just been carved on a marble tablet. By the end of that year, a total of 348 British troops had been killed in Afghanistan since 2002.


Nothing in these pages is intended to pass judgement on any of those who fought in Helmand. War is messy and frightening. Rare is the soldier throughout history who ever possessed all the information needed to make the right decision, the optimum plan or all the equipment desired to carry out that plan. For most troops in Helmand, facing each new day required an act of bravery to function despite the knowledge that it might well be their last. They gave their all and did what they thought was right. When they returned, their loved ones welcomed back a different person.


This is a story of the Welsh Guards, of the British Army and of Afghanistan. It is both a privilege and a responsibility to be able to tell it.





Prologue
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Helmand, 2009


Listen when the bugle’s calling Forward!
They’ll be found,
dead men, risen in battalions
from underground …


Robert Laurence Binyon, ‘Ypres’, 1917


As the light of dawn paled over those gray fields of slime he saw blood-stained figures raising themselves out of the pits like dead men risen from their graves.


Philip Gibbs, New York Times, 6 April 1919


 


SWEAT STREAKED THE grime on Lieutenant Colonel Rupert Thorneloe’s face as he lay flat on his stomach on the dusty track beside the Shamalan Canal. Gently he prodded the baked mud in front of him with a bayonet, checking to see if the Taliban had buried an improvised explosive device (IED) there. In the searing early-afternoon heat, the Commanding Officer of the Welsh Guards was doing the most stomach-churning and thankless task in Afghanistan. One slip and he could be blown to smithereens. Even worse, a failure to find what had caused the beeping on his Vallon metal detector might cause the deaths of others in the long convoy behind him. Thorneloe was meticulous and almost obsessively rigorous in all he did. He checked everything, thought through each eventuality and left nothing to chance. He was taking a long time to make sure that there was no bomb in this tiny patch of Helmand.


Scouring a road for IEDs was normally the job of the lowliest guardsman, but Thorneloe would never order a man to do something he would not do himself. He drove his men very hard but himself much harder; he believed in leading from the front and by example. Just short of 40, Thorneloe was destined to be a general, and perhaps to run the Army one day. He had been the Defence Secretary’s military assistant, an influential appointment at the heart of Whitehall, as the Government wrestled with how to wage war in Afghanistan. Now he was there, commanding his regiment in battle.


Six days earlier, on 25 June 2009, the Welsh Guards had begun to fight their way up the track beside the Shamalan, designated as Route Cornwall, in an attempt to seal the canal as part of Operation Panther’s Claw, or ‘Panchai Palang’ in Pashto. The operation involved more than 3,000 troops. Already it was being trumpeted by the beleaguered British government and eager Army spokesmen as a decisive offensive that would remove the few remaining Taliban strongholds and make Helmand safe for elections the following month.


Thorneloe had been intensely sceptical about Panther’s Claw, fearing it would be yet another big push by yet another brigade that would clear an area the British had too few troops to occupy afterwards. He worried that once the headlines proclaiming victory had faded away, the Taliban would return and carry on fighting and intimidating. He knew his battle group of 1,300 men was overstretched and wanted to concentrate them in the parts of Nad-e Ali district that had already been cleared and were now in the balance. Panther’s Claw might look impressive on a map back in London, but for Thorneloe it made more strategic sense to deepen the precarious influence of Nato’s ISAF (International Security Assistance Force) troops and the Kabul government in territory they already occupied.


He had fretted about the ground beside the Shamalan on which he was now prostrate, clashing with Brigade staff about what he viewed as inadequate reconnaissance. In his 10 weeks in Helmand he had pleaded for more men and more equipment. During the planning of Panther’s Claw, he had argued for troops to be dropped close to the canal by helicopter, but it was judged too dangerous. Sure enough, Route Cornwall had proved more isolated and exposed than the planners had assumed. Furthermore it was crumbling under the weight of vehicles trundling up and down. Two days earlier a Viking armoured track vehicle had toppled into the canal and trapped seven Welsh Guardsmen inside as their compartment rapidly flooded with water. Two were unconscious and had turned blue by the time the rear door was forced open, but they were resuscitated and survived.


Once the euphoria over the life-saving heroics had subsided, however, many of the remaining guardsmen were left almost paralysed with fear. The Vikings, they said, were coffins on tracks. Soldiers were threatening to refuse to get back into one. Young men were vomiting before patrols. Some had been evacuated because of battle shock. Route Cornwall was at the top of an embankment some 2.5 metres above the water and vulnerable to small-arms and rocket-propelled-grenade (RPG) fire. Every extra minute that Thorneloe and the other Welsh Guardsmen spent looking for an IED made such an attack more likely. IED blasts had disabled some vehicles; others, driven beyond their limit, had broken down. The narrow track had been repeatedly blocked, stalling convoys and leaving them vulnerable to ambush. Thorneloe knew he simply did not have enough men. More troops would have enabled him to oversee most of the 7 kilometres of the canal. With his men spread too thin, the Taliban had been able to slip into the gaps and plant their deadly IEDs. The shallowness of the canal meant that the Taliban, clutching walkie-talkies and even carrying motorcycles, were able to wade across and outflank the Welsh Guards almost at will.


In battle, loss of momentum can be militarily disastrous. Thorneloe wanted to witness the battle on the Shamalan and gird his men for a renewed push up the canal. With helicopters in very short supply – the previous month he had complained to the Brigade that ‘we all know there are not enough’ – Thorneloe knew he would have to travel by vehicle and that it would be dangerous. He had decided to spend the next 10 days commanding his men from the front, and to get there he was riding in an 18-vehicle logistics convoy. To assess the terrain and stop the growing sense of dread taking root among young guardsmen, he deliberately chose to ride ‘top cover’: standing with his legs inside the Viking and manning a machine gun. In addition, his decision to be a member of the ‘Barma’ team meant that he was in the lead vehicle of the convoy, given the callsign 32A and codenamed ‘Exorcist’.


Operation Barma was the name randomly selected by a Ministry of Defence (MoD) computer to describe what Thorneloe was now doing – using a metal detector to search for IEDs and to dig down to check any suspicious areas. The British Army loves to create new words for new situations, and so ‘to Barma’ entered its lexicon. It had become an iconic image of the war in Helmand – the lonely soldier moving ahead sweeping from side to side knowing that he might lose his legs or be killed in the next instant. Now that the Taliban were using ‘low metal content’ IEDs, fitted with graphite rather than metal connectors, it didn’t even take a mistake to die.


‘I’ll go top cover,’ Thorneloe announced on the morning the convoy set off to a surprised Lance Corporal Kingsley Simmons, who was commanding the Barma team that would ride in the lead Viking. Simmons, broad-shouldered and with a ready smile, was a Coldstream Guardsman from Leeds who had volunteered to serve with the Welsh Guards after a divorce and a demotion for going AWOL (absent without leave) left him needing the money. A veteran of one Afghanistan tour and no longer burdened with the reputation for drinking and fighting he’d earned with the Coldstreams, he carried himself with an easy authority that impressed the Welsh Guards. Some were trying to persuade him to join them permanently.


Progress through Helmand was agonisingly slow. In April, when the Welsh Guards had arrived, it was possible to drive around most of the battle group’s 160-kilometres-square area of operations in a lightly armoured vehicle within a day. Now, with the IED threat increasing exponentially, it could take a dozen hours to move just a few miles – or even days if a vehicle was blown up and stuck. The air conditioning in the Vikings never worked properly, so it was like a sauna for the four who sat inside. They breathed in the white dust, so fine it was like talcum powder, while Thorneloe scanned the fields. This was the Green Zone, the name given to the verdant Helmand river valley crisscrossed with irrigation canals funded by the Americans in the decades between the Second World War and the Soviet invasion of 1979.


From the cab of his supply lorry, the sixth vehicle in the convoy, Colour Sergeant Dai Matthews was also surveying the landscape. On each side, he could see fields of wheat and maize and the parched brown expanses that marked the recent opium harvest. The Welsh Guards did not touch the illegal crop – they reasoned that the people could not be won over if they lost their livelihood. Matthews was a stocky, greying veteran with a jovial manner who had rejoined the Welsh Guards for the Helmand tour after his South Wales concrete business went bust. Convoys made him nervous. It was not really the IED threat. He had long since ceased to worry about that, knowing that if his vehicle hit one he would be dead. There wasn’t even a windscreen in his lorry, never mind any armour. What disconcerted him more was that everywhere they went, people stared. It was as if members of an ancient civilisation were gazing at spaceships, he thought. He sometimes felt as if he was looking to the Middle Ages. On one occasion, he saw a man in a kurta – traditional knee-length loose shirt – wielding a curved sword. In front of him a small boy sat in a tin tub brimming with bloody water. His father had been performing a circumcision. The other concern about all those who watched in silence from the roadside was that some were helping the Taliban, using walkie-talkies, smoke signals or even kites to signal that British troops were approaching.


After dropping off stores at the Yellow 14 compound at the base of the Shamalan Canal, the convoy moved north and was halted by Corporal Kevin Williams, commanding the lead Viking, north of XP (crossing point) 10. Williams had been a central figure in the rescue of the seven Welsh Guardsmen from the canal. Trooper Gaz Owen, his driver, had a sixth sense that the stretch of road ahead was ‘dodgy’. To the left-hand side there was a typical Afghan brown-mud compound, home to an extended family, surrounded by a low wall. Bushes and overhanging trees provided potential cover for the Taliban and threw shadows onto the track. To the east lay a lush green cornfield shimmering in the 100-degree heat, and beyond that stretched a line of pomegranate trees.


It was just the kind of place where the Taliban would lay an IED. Corporal Simmons and his Barma team of Trooper Josh Hammond and Guardsmen Joe Penlington, Craig Harrison and Nathan Chambers jumped out. Thorneloe dropped down from his top cover position onto the road and told Simmons that he wanted to Barma. ‘Are you sure, sir?’ Simmons asked the colonel, who responded with a crisp: ‘Yep, I’ll do it.’


Simmons told Penlington to get back into the Viking and take over top cover. That morning, Penlington had been given the option by Simmons of remaining back at the base so that Thorneloe could replace him. The young soldier from Mold in North Wales had decided to give another gunner a chance to stay back, so he challenged Guardsman Joe Lloyd to a game of ‘rock, paper, scissors’. Penlington chose scissors, Lloyd went for rock, so it was Penlington who went out on patrol.


Hammond had started his tour in the company operations room in the sprawling desert base of Camp Bastion in the Dasht-e Margo and had been anxious to get out on the ground. When another trooper, complaining about the weight of kit and a sore knee, made it clear he wanted out of the Vikings, Hammond, only 18, volunteered to take his place. The heavily built Chambers, 24, from Aberpennar, had been due to leave the Army on 4 July to become a crane driver. He opted instead to extend his service because he didn’t want to let his friends down.


Thorneloe and Hammond took their places in the Barma team as ‘hedgerow men’, out front on the flanks. Harrison and Chambers were behind while Simmons directed from the rear. The idea was for the arcs of each metal detector to overlap so that no patch of ground was missed. The four experienced Barma men had been together several weeks and were well practised. They had developed a feel for the ground and when they saw it was baked solid they knew it unlikely that an IED had been dug in there. With Thorneloe, it was different. Every time his metal detector beeped, he was down on his belt buckle digging to make sure there was nothing there. He was so industrious that he had worn out his mine-prodder and taken Simmons’s bayonet instead. The others in the team didn’t mind. It was a rule among them that each Barma man should proceed at his own pace, just as a driver or vehicle commander who felt dubious about the route for any reason could halt for the ground ahead to be swept.


During the Barmaing, Corporal Williams relayed to Thorneloe a radio message from further up the canal that Army divers had recovered sensitive electronic jamming equipment and weapons from the submerged Viking lost two days before. A relieved Thorneloe received the news with a big smile. ‘Good stuff!’ he said. It took more than an hour to clear the 50 metres or so in front of the lead Viking as Thorneloe carried out six confirmation digs but found nothing. The road further ahead was judged to be clear because other armoured vehicles had passed through earlier in the day. Neither Williams nor Thorneloe was aware that just over four hours earlier an IED had exploded underneath a Mastiff armoured vehicle on this same route.


They were also unaware that after the previous convoy’s safe passage, the Taliban had crept up and attached a battery pack to an IED already buried in the road. Whether the slow Barmaing gave the Taliban notice that a convoy was about to roll north and time to arm the device will never be known.


Looking at his breathless, perspiration-stained Commanding Officer, Simmons asked Thorneloe if he’d like to take a break from top cover duty. ‘No, no – I’m fine, I’ll jump up,’ said Thorneloe, who prompted chuckles as he squeezed through Penlington’s legs to take up position. Simmons, sitting in the rear left seat next to Chambers, mopped his brow and took a few drags of a cigarette as the Viking moved off. Penlington was between Chambers and Hammond, who was on the front left. Thorneloe was standing between the front two with his knees at their eye level.


Simmons finished his cigarette and told the others to put their helmets back on. At 3.18 pm, when they’d travelled 800 metres or so, there was a massive explosion beneath the Viking. Simmons, who had not yet put his seatbelt on, was thrown into the air, his helmet smashing into the roof. The heavy ceramic plate from his Osprey body armour slid up and crunched into his jaw. Opposite him, Harrison was also smacked in the lip by his plate. Everything happened as if in slow motion. Penlington saw a blinding flash of light as the blast ripped into him, fracturing his back and pelvis. Chambers, next to him, cried out as his right leg was peppered with tiny fragments of shrapnel.


‘What the fuck was that?’ bellowed Simmons. Then the smell hit his nostrils – fertiliser-based explosive and diesel; dust mixed with blood and scraps of flesh. It was the stench of death.





CHAPTER ONE
Cymru Am Byth



(Wales For Ever)
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The great thing is that they were all Welshmen. Most came from the same village. If somebody was left behind wounded everybody would volunteer to go and get him, even under fire …


Brigadier Sir Alexander Stanier Bt, DSO & Bar, MC,
recalling the Welsh Guards at Arras in 19171


We were pink-faced rugby players from Welsh Wales, the land of grass-topped mountains, pits and steelworks. Very few of us had ever been further afield than Porthcawl … We were WELSH GUARDSMEN and the Germans will remember us even if nobody else does. Cymru Am Byth.


Guardsman Bill Williams 36, former miner,
recalling his service in 1939–45


 


THE AFGHAN TRIBAL elders, sitting cross-legged beneath the camouflage net shielding them from the sun, were unconvinced. They stared impassively at the Welsh Guards officer before them. ‘We’re glad you’ve come here,’ said one Afghan with a flowing white beard. ‘But the trouble is, you won’t stay. You’re the note-takers. You come here, you talk and you write in your notebooks. And then you leave.’


Captain Terry Harman, a snowy-haired veteran with a broken nose and rough-hewn features, was 45 and looked a decade older. He had encountered scepticism before. What was unusual was the open hostility of one of the younger attendees at the shura, a consultative council, next to the Shamalan Canal. Harman had spent the previous week battling up the track beside the waterway to reach this compound overlooking what had been designated XP-7. He suspected that the dark-bearded man in a black kurta had been among the Taliban who had been trying so hard to kill him. ‘I come from Wales,’ Harman told him through his Afghan translator, who he’d nicknamed Dai. ‘In Wales, a man is a man when he shakes hands. And the way a man shakes your hand lets you know if he’s genuine or not. I believe this is also the Pashtun way.’


Harman’s goading reference to Pashtun culture infuriated the dark-bearded Afghan, who stood up and began talking rapidly and gesticulating. Harman was a former Regimental Sergeant Major, who had spent 23 years in the British Army and risen through the ranks. Five years earlier, he had witnessed similar confrontations in southern Iraq. He needed to defuse the situation and demonstrate that he could be trusted, that he was more than just another note-taker. ‘I am not English, I am Welsh, and I am certainly not American,’ he said, in Welsh, to establish the fact that he was different. ‘I am a man of many talents who can speak many languages. I respect your culture. My life in Wales is similar to yours. My name is Terry Joseph Harman, after my father. My sons are called Kieron Joseph Harman, after myself and my uncle, and Kyle Floyd Harman, after my father. When I go out, my wife checks I am correctly dressed and that I have got money in my pocket. She walks behind me, because I am the man.’ He was trying to use his Welshness, and a dash of poetic licence about the similarities between Celtic and Afghan customs, to establish a bond with the Pashtun elders.


A week later, Harman called for another shura. To his surprise, the black-bearded man returned and shook his hand. ‘I respect you, old man,’ he said. ‘I understand what you are trying to say.’


Harman had grown up in the old slate-mining village of Talysarm in North Wales. He was raised as a Welsh speaker and did not learn English properly until he joined the Army. The family was poor and one of his earliest memories was going to school feeling proud that he had a new pair of shoes and a jumper that his mother had bought him at a jumble sale the previous day. Soon after, a friend came up and told him: ‘You’re wearing my shoes.’ In 1983, when he was 20, Harman left his job on a farm and caught the mail train from Bangor to London, bound for the Army. It might as well have been a thousand miles away. At Waterloo Station, a tramp came around and the young Welshman fumbled in his wallet for some coins he’d put in a pouch. He had £15 in his pocket, given to him by an aunt. The tramp stole it and Harman arrived late at the Pirbright recruiting depot and was sent to the guardroom by an unimpressed training sergeant.


After rising to become a Company Sergeant Major at Sandhurst and then Regimental Sergeant Major of the Welsh Guards, he was commissioned in 2005. Harman was a restless dynamo of a man who did everything with gusto and at maximum speed. He led through sheer force of character and example, giving everything his all. There was something uniquely Welsh about Harman, an emotionalism and kindness that endeared him to the young guardsmen still pining for what the Pontypridd singer Tom Jones immortalised as ‘the green, green grass of home’.


No other Household Division regiment, and very few in the entire Army, recruits from so small an area as the Welsh Guards. More than 95 per cent of its recruits are drawn from Wales, a third of the size of Helmand yet home to three times as many people. The Scots Guards and the Irish Guards recruit heavily from the North of England, diluting their Celtic nature. Many Welsh Guards recruits come from North Wales and are native speakers of Welsh, a tongue they sometimes use to confuse the enemy (and occasionally their officers) as well as to establish a connection with those suspicious of the English, as in Harman’s case. North Walians are referred to as ‘gogs’ by their comrades from South Wales because they hail from places like Porthmadog, Llanfaelog and Blaenau Ffestiniog. There are also jokes about them being ‘tree frogs’ or ‘cave dwellers’ who have accents like Russian porn stars. The Welsh speakers from the north respond that the South Walians are stupid pit ponies or half-breeds from cities like Cardiff and Swansea who can’t even speak the language of their forefathers. Banter aside, however, the Welsh Guards are all part of the same brotherhood whether from Caernarfon, Porthmadog or the Isle of Anglesey in the north or Llanelli, Bridgend or the Rhondda Valley in the south. That goes for the few outsiders as well. Even some of the dozen or so Fijians in the regiment have Welsh accents and loyalties to the north or south.


There are so many in the Welsh Guards called Jones, Davies, Williams, Evans, Thomas, Roberts, Parry, Edwards, Morgan or Griffiths that they have to be identified by their surname and ‘last two’ – the last two digits of their service number. There were 25 Welsh guardsmen in Helmand called Jones – a company sergeant major, a sergeant, four lance sergeants, five lance corporals and 14 guardsmen. It had always been like this. During the First World War, 56 Joneses in the Welsh Guards lost their lives, while 37 Joneses perished in the Second World War. The surname and last two are often shortened to just the two numbers – partly for brevity, partly because it allows an easy friendliness across ranks without risking overfamiliarity. Thus, anyone looking for Guardsman Carl Thomas 08 just asks for ‘Oh Eight’ while Sergeant Matthew Davies is known as ‘Ninety-Six’ and Company Quartermaster Sergeant Eifion Griffiths answers to ‘Fifty’. Anyone who has seen the film Zulu will remember it: the South Wales Borderers had a similar system.


The numbers are very personal – turning into nicknames and featuring in email addresses and even tattoos. Lance Corporal Jamie Evans 15 is known as ‘Fift’, short for ‘Fifteen’. After he was seriously wounded in Helmand, a Jackal desert patrol vehicle was stencilled with the name ‘Big Fift’ in his honour. But the ‘last two’ monikers can get complicated. An officer calling out for ‘Fifty-Three’ could find Regimental Quartermaster Sergeant Dorian Thomas 53, Lance Sergeant Gareth Jones 53 or Lance Sergeant Gavin Evans 53 responding. A soldier with the misfortune to have ‘00’ at the end of his service number is liable to be called ‘fuck all’ unless, like Sergeant Matt Parry 700 (known as ‘Seven Hundred’), he might thump you in return. Warrant Officer (Class Two) John Williams rejoined the Welsh Guards in 2009 and was given a new service number ending in 65. He should have been ‘Williams 65’, but he had spent 22 years with a different service number, so everyone still calls him ‘Fifty-Four’; in Welsh Guards documents, there was a compromise with ‘Williams 65 was 54’. Then there are spinoff nicknames. When more than one Williams happened to have the ‘last two’ of 05, each was known by his ‘last three’ to differentiate between them. Ever since then, Sergeant Carl Williams 205 has been dubbed ‘Peugeot’. Lance Sergeant Leon Peek is sometimes called ‘Eighteen’ because half of his right ear was bitten off in a fight, leaving him with an ‘ear and a half’ – or 18 months. The one nickname you will never find in the Welsh Guards is the one that any Welshman in an English regiment will almost inevitably have to endure – Taff.


Wales has often lagged behind the rest of Britain economically, and so many Welshmen have joined the Welsh Guards to escape unemployment or dead-end jobs. A desire to avoid working ‘down the pit’ used to be a common reason for joining up. The horrors of war were one thing, but some felt they had experienced worse underground in Wales.


Back in the 1930s, Edward Edwards 14 from Pontrhydyfen enlisted after spending nearly three hours trying to dig out a friend buried alive by rock in a mining accident. ‘I never forgot his face and vowed I would never work in a mine again,’ he later remembered. ‘He was the second man killed that week in the nine-foot area. Willie Rees had been married only six weeks. Thus my mind was made to join the Welsh Guards.’ Edwards 14 became the Regimental Sergeant Major, the senior non-commissioned officer in the Welsh Guards, in 1958.


John Williams ‘65 was 54’ hailed from Aberfan in South Wales, where in October 1966 a colliery slag heap collapsed onto homes and a school, killing 116 children and 28 adults. Williams, aged nine, had stayed at home because he was sick. Among those killed were his best friend, his best friend’s sister and several cousins. ‘It wiped out our generation really,’ he says. ‘There was not a great deal going on there anyway with all the pits closing and the village was never the same after that.’ So in 1975, Williams and two friends from Aberfan went to the recruiting office and joined the Welsh Guards.


Then, as now, some choose the Welsh Guards for fear of ending up in prison. A handful have come close to both, escaping custodial sentences for Grievous Bodily Harm and the like after the Welsh courts were content to accept the testimony of their officers that their offences were out of character. In 2009, this included Lance Sergeant Leon Peek, who proved himself again and again in battle as a ferocious soldier and inspirational leader but was forever in trouble back home. While in Helmand, Peek was facing a court appearance on a charge of wounding after an incident in South Wales two days before he left Britain. It was the seventh time he’d been arrested during his seven years in uniform, this time the result of a drunken brawl during which he’d flung a woman down the stairs in a nightclub after she had jumped on his back.


Bad behaviour as a guardsman was not necessarily a bar to later advancement or even promotion to officer. Nicky Mott 84 was twice demoted from lance corporal to guardsman for serious misdeeds, including the notable occasion when he shot at a group of chefs with an airgun. On his wedding day he donned a lance corporal’s uniform even though he had been demoted, as his mother was so proud of him that he couldn’t tell her the truth. His brother, Guardsman Johnny Mott 38, who was also frequently in trouble, had to be smuggled out of Colchester detention centre so that he could perform his duties as best man. He had been serving a six-month sentence for fighting in a bar when stationed in Germany, another fact that was unknown to Mrs Mott. Both Motts, and their better-behaved elder brother Bill Mott 88, rose to Regimental Sergeant Major (though none served in that post within the Welsh Guards, partly, some suspect, because they were Englishmen, from Ellesmere Port). By 2009, Mott 84 was Major Nicky Mott, the Quartermaster, in Helmand and Mott 88 was Garrison Sergeant Major of London District, in charge of all ceremonial matters across the Army, including the repatriations and funerals of those killed in action.


The Welsh Guards officers in Helmand were of mostly Anglo-Saxon stock and drawn mainly from England’s public schools. Occasionally, the officers’ mess is referred to as the ‘Foreign Legion’. Major Alex Corbet Burcher explains: ‘Some people say that we are all toffs. Fine. But I came from a public school and people that went to public school are my common ground. And therefore I will go to a place where I feel most at home, and the Guards is it.’


Yet these well-bred sons of the shires, educated at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst and before that at Eton, Radley, Oundle and Charterhouse, usually bonded fairly naturally with men from the Welsh villages. Not without reason, the Guards regiments are regarded as among the last unadulterated relics of the British class system. ‘Sometimes you hear the boys say: “Oh, he’s not a proper officer because he doesn’t speak with that cut-glass English accent,”’ says Captain Tom Spencer-Smith, a Welshman who speaks perfect Queen’s English and commanded the Reconnaissance Platoon, known as the Recce Platoon, in Helmand. ‘They are mortified when somebody doesn’t speak like that. They think it doesn’t count. When I heard that, it was rather touching actually. That is how they expect their officers to be.’


In non-Guards regiments, officers are more familiar with their soldiers, sometimes using their first names. Lieutenant Dave Harris, a Prince of Wales’s Company platoon commander, remembers Guardsman Craig Jones 23 asking him in a pub in Aldershot after a few beers: ‘What’s your first name? We can’t be out on the piss together and I don’t know your first name.’ Before Harris could say anything, Lance Sergeant Milo Bjegovic ended the subject by curtly telling the young guardsman: ‘His first name is Sir.’


Major Alex Corbet Burcher argues that it is the class difference between officers and men that makes things function. ‘It works well because we are from two totally different worlds which have absolutely no danger whatsoever of threatening each other,’ he says. ‘If you try to have an affinity with the Guardsmen and try to pretend you are one of them, they will find it strange, so will you and so will other people. You are effectively just encroaching on their territory.’ It is a relationship, he believes, that has changed little since the Duke of Wellington’s time. ‘Guys from honourable working-class families join the Army because they like the adventure, or the alternative is crime and a fairly mundane life in Wales. I’d say there were more criminals in Wellington’s army, but we are hardly full of saints in the current army. I’ve been to court a number of times and not for myself.’


He feels that guardsmen probably think officers are clueless because they didn’t know what garage music was or couldn’t name the Cardiff football team, but that was beside the point. ‘Secretly, I think, they respect us because when it really matters, we take responsibility for them and look after them.’ Being a Welsh Guards officer ‘is my impression of what being a father is like’, he reflects. ‘Love, but in a different way. Which is why, I suppose, you get some commanding officers when they are saying goodbye to their battalions, they start crying.’


Guardsman Chris Davis 51, from Bridgend, says: ‘In the Guards, you kind of expect the officers to be quite posh and well off. But out on operations when they become a little bit more like a friend really you can relax and rip the piss out of them and you don’t really notice. The odd one can be a little bit stuck up and puts you off but they’re the exceptions.’ Even a young platoon commander fresh from university, he says, can win respect quickly. ‘If they’re fair about things and switched on without being arrogant with it then the boys will look up to them.’


In the Welsh Guards, the gap between the English-born officer class and the Welsh other ranks is bridged by the ‘Late Entry’ officers. They have all progressed through the ranks right up to Regimental Sergeant Major before being commissioned in their 40s. In Helmand, these included Major Martyn Miles, the Battle Group Logistics Officer, Major Nicky Mott, the Quartermaster, and Captain Terry Harman, Influence Officer with 2 Company. All three had managed to build up an easy rapport on promotion with their new contemporaries, many of whom were 20 years their junior. Miles, aged 49, Mott, aged 46, and Harman had close to a century of service between them. Together, they represented the institutional backbone of the Welsh Guards in Helmand.


The Welsh Guards is the most junior of the five Foot Guards regiments. All five share the same structure. There are two ranks unique to the Guards: a private is a guardsman; and a corporal is a lance sergeant, who wears three stripes and eats in the Warrant Officers’ and Sergeants’ Mess. The three most senior Regiments of Foot were born from the English Civil War; they came from both sides of the internecine conflict as part of an effort at national reconciliation. The Scots Guards traces its ancestry to Charles I’s Royal Guard, raised in 1642 to suppress the Irish rebellion. The Coldstream Guards was originally ‘Monck’s Regiment of Foot’, founded in 1650 and part of Oliver Cromwell’s New Model Army. The Grenadier Guards can date its origins to 1656, when Charles Stuart, who became King Charles II after his Restoration in 1660, inspected 400 loyal troops near Bruges.2 The Irish Guards was created by order of Queen Victoria in 1900 during the Boer War ‘to commemorate the bravery shown by the Irish Regiments during the operations in South Africa’, one of the nastier imperial engagements. But the decision also owed something to the need to draw Ireland closer; only a few years later, civil war would split the island.


It wasn’t until the outbreak of the First World War that David Lloyd George, Chancellor of the Exchequer and a Welshman, suggested raising a Welsh regiment to help provide the troops needed by Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War. Kitchener himself was highly sceptical. There was a prejudice against the British Army in South Wales mining communities, fuelled by non-conformist ministers, after troops had been used to intervene in miners’ strikes. The suspicion was mutual. Non-conformist ministers were banned from becoming chaplains in Welsh regiments until Lloyd George’s intervention, and the Welsh language was viewed as potentially seditious.


In 1914, Lloyd George, whose first language was Welsh, had confronted Kitchener when he learned that men of the Denbighshire Yeomanry had been forbidden to speak Welsh. Kitchener told Prime Minister Herbert Asquith that ‘no purely Welsh regiment is to be trusted: they are always wild and insubordinate and ought to be stiffened by a strong infusion of English and Scotch’. King George V, however, took a personal interest in the matter of raising a Welsh Regiment of the Foot Guards and when the monarch suggested this would be a ‘good thing’ Kitchener interpreted the sentiment as a direct order. On 6 February 1915, Kitchener told Major General Sir Francis Lloyd, commanding London Division: ‘You have got to raise a regiment of Welsh Guards.’ When General Lloyd expressed concern about the ‘great many difficulties’ of doing this and asked for a timescale, Kitchener responded abruptly: ‘Immediately.’ General Lloyd replied: ‘Very well, sir, they shall go on guard on St David’s Day’ – 1 March. The Welsh Guards were duly created by Royal Warrant on 26 February and three days later mounted the King’s Guard at Buckingham Palace just as General Lloyd had promised Kitchener.3


In 1915, Welshmen in the ranks of the other four Guards regiments were transferred to the Welsh Guards. After several months of parade-ground training and public duties at Buckingham Palace, the new regiment went to war. On 17 August 1915, its men departed from Waterloo Station bound for Le Havre to join the newly formed Guards Division on the Western Front. Lieutenant Colonel William Murray Threipland, a Boer War veteran who had transferred from the Grenadier Guards, led the Welsh Guards in action for the first time in the attack on Hill 70 at the Battle of Loos on 27 September 1915. Private R. Smith – the rank of guardsman replaced that of private in 1919 – wrote that the duties outside Buckingham Palace had enhanced their fighting skills. ‘On we went, shells and bullets and shrapnel falling all around us but not a man wavered: you would have thought we were on parade at Wellington barracks.’4


The Welsh Guards went on to fight in the trenches at the Somme and Ypres. Brigadier Sir Alexander Stanier, who joined the regiment fresh from Eton in 1917 as a second lieutenant, noted that ‘the Welsh Guards had particularly good trenches, probably because many of them had been miners’.5 Their language was also an advantage, he recalled: ‘The Germans eventually perfected a listening device on the telephone lines, but the Welsh Guards countered this by speaking in Welsh.’ (During the Second World War, Welsh speakers were put into Welsh Guards signal companies for the same reason.) By the time the First World War was over, 856 of the 3,853 Welsh Guardsmen who served overseas had been killed and 1,755 wounded. Only 13 of the original troops who had set off from Waterloo Station in August 1915 returned to Britain unscathed.


In the Second World War, the Regiment had three active battalions and fought across Europe and in North Africa. With an average age of 25 by 1943,6 a large proportion of the Welsh Guardsmen were professional soldiers and many others had served in the police. The 1st and 2nd Battalions both played important roles in delaying the German forces that were sweeping across France in May 1940, enabling nearly 340,000 Allied troops to be evacuated from Dunkirk. The 2nd Battalion defended Boulogne after being ordered to fight ‘to the last man and the last round’ and many of them were left behind as the last vessels sailed. During the Dunkirk evacuation, 72 Welsh Guardsmen were killed in action and 453 were captured. Guardsman Frank Abrams of Penarth recalled the parade-ground discipline amid the sounds of shells exploding and Stuka dive bombers overhead.7 ‘All hell was breaking loose but we were Welsh Guards. We formed up as though on a barrack square. And we marched down the beach.’8


The regiment’s 3rd Battalion was raised in October 1941, at first to supply reinforcements for the rest of the other battalions. In February 1943 it departed for North Africa, and sustained heavy losses at Fondouk before moving to Italy, where it fought at Monte Cerasola, Monte Piccolo and Monte Battaglia. The 1st and 2nd Battalions crossed into France once again in June 1944, landing at Arromanches as part of the Guards Armoured Division. The 1st Battalion was an infantry element while the 2nd Battalion, rearranged from companies into squadrons, had been retrained for an armoured role in Cromwell tanks. Together they formed a Welsh Guards Battle Group, and in September 1944 were the first to liberate Brussels, where one Welshman was injured when hit by a wine bottle thrown by an overenthusiastic well-wisher. Both battalions later fought at the Battle of Hechtel, and by the end of the Second World War the regiment had lost 469 men, with 1,404 wounded.


In 2009, as in 1915, a Welsh Guard’s loyalty to his company (about 150 men) was deeply ingrained. The inter-company rugby competition, the ‘300 Cup’ (named after John Williams 300, a former Welsh Guardsman), was especially fierce. The regiment normally had three rifle companies, each with its own distinct identity. Men were once allocated to a company based on height. The Prince of Wales’s Company had the six-footers and its guardsmen had been allowed an extra ration of jam because they were believed to require extra sustenance. The cost of the extra jam is said to have been taken from the salaries of the Prince of Wales’s Company officers. The ‘Jam Boys’, as they have been known ever since, are swaggering, perhaps overconfident, and tend to complain volubly when things get a little difficult. Even today, the Prince of Wales’s Company likes to take the taller guardsmen. In Helmand, Lance Corporal Bradley Watkin-Bennett, at 6 feet 6 inches the tallest man in the battalion, was a Jam Boy.


Traditionally, those under 5 feet 7 inches would find themselves in 3 Company. Their nickname ‘the Little Iron Men’ is believed to have been earned from an incident near Monte Cassino in 1944 when the Royal Engineers were attempting to set up a floating bridge under fire. Men from 3 Company came to the rescue and used their stocky frames to help support the structure and were hailed as the ‘little iron men’ afterwards. Although 2 Company has a less defined reputation, it is often the dark horse among the three infantry companies, winning inter-battalion competitions and displaying stoic but often unsung heroism in battle. Its motto refers to its ‘Men of the Island of the Mighty’ – Anglesey – and it has always been associated with North Wales.


For the Helmand tour of 2009, there were initially three main companies in the Welsh Guards 1st Battalion. The Welsh Guards had not had a 2nd Battalion since just after the Second World War. Just before the Helmand tour, however, there was suddenly a need for two extra companies. Thorneloe decided that two companies from the old 2nd Battalion would be resurrected, 9 and 10 Company, and that roman numerals should be used to denote their antiquity. Thus, 1 and 2 Companies of the old 2nd Battalion became IX and X Companies and temporary additions to the 1st Battalion for the duration of the Helmand tour. IX Company was manned at full strength mainly by men on loan from the three existing Welsh Guards companies. X Company comprised just a handful of Welsh Guardsmen among 40 British soldiers and fought with the Afghan army to the south of the Welsh Guards Battle Group.


A tremendous spirit of pride emerged within the resurrected IX Company. No one is quite sure who first thought of using the phrase ‘dead men risen’, but Major Sean Birchall, the company commander, was soon using it to refer to his troops. The words evoked IX Company as the reincarnation of the Welsh Guardsmen of the 2nd Battalion who had fought through the bocage of Normandy in terrain similar to Helmand as part of the Guards Armoured Division. The official motto of IX Company is ‘Let him be Strong who would be Respected’, but the new version stuck – Lance Corporal Stuart Jones 88 of Denbigh had ‘Dead Men Risen’ and a large ‘IX’ tattooed on his torso.


While he was serving in Bosnia, Birchall’s mother had sent him an anthology of First World War poetry. The words ‘dead men risen’ appear to have been taken from the poem ‘Ypres’ by Robert Laurence Binyon, first published in 1917:


Listen when the bugle’s calling Forward!
They’ll be found,
dead men, risen in battalions
from underground …


Ypres 1917 was one of the first battle honours earned by the Welsh Guards. Binyon is best known for his poem ‘For the Fallen’, which contains the passage read out at each repatriation service at Helmand’s Camp Bastion, at each funeral in Britain and then by the Regimental Sergeant Major at the Welsh Guards Memorial Service in Aldershot in November 2009:




They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old:


Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.


At the going down of the sun and in the morning


We will remember them.





After the end of the First World War, Philip Gibbs, a war correspondent with the Daily Chronicle, wrote of the horrors of the conflict that he had neglected to report at the time for fear of falling foul of the censors or damaging morale at home. Gibbs had been at Loos, the first battle the Welsh Guards fought, and wrote of the wounded men left in the swamps of Flanders. A soldier had told him, he recalled, how ‘as the light of dawn paled over those gray fields of slime he saw bloodstained figures raising themselves out of the pits like dead men risen from their graves’.


Beyond his regiment, the Welsh Guardsman feels an affinity with the rest of the Household Division, particularly the four other Foot Guards regiments. ‘Cut me in two and I’ll bleed blue, red, blue,’ goes an old saying of the guardsman or ‘g-man’, referring to the colours of the Household Division shoulder flash. The Guards draw their distinctiveness from their perennial role of carrying out public duties, providing the Queen’s Guard at Buckingham Palace, St James’s Palace and the Tower of London. To members of the ‘red-green machine’ – the Parachute Regiment and the Royal Marines – the Guards regiments are inferior as infantrymen because of all the spit and polish and marching they do. The Guards view themselves as set apart from the rest due to the discipline and precision instilled on the parade ground that prevents sloppiness in any aspect of soldiering. Drill movements are based on how wars were fought in Napoleonic times, and so used to have direct military relevance. Nowadays, the Guards ethos is based on doing things properly and not cutting corners, on smartness and attention to detail.


The Guards like to talk of ‘understated excellence’ being their timeless hallmark. ‘We don’t shout about what we do, we just get on with it and people notice that,’ says Colonel Tom Bonas, Regimental Adjutant of the Welsh Guards. ‘It’s all about the blue, red, blue,’ says Guardsman Jesse Jackson, from Rhyl. ‘I’ve worked with a few different regiments and I’ve been on courses with other units and even the Parachute Regiment doesn’t have the camaraderie and the spirit the Household Division has. I don’t know if it’s brainwashing or training but I certainly fall for it. I love it. It’s the pride factor. I get a kick out of saying I’m a guardsman.’


If a job cannot be done by a Welsh Guard, the immediate preference within the regiment is for another Foot Guard. Recalling the camaraderie of the Guards Armoured Division in the Second World War, there were contingents of Coldstream Guards, Scots Guards and Irish Guards who served with the Welsh Guards in Helmand. When the Welsh Guards were relieved by the Grenadier Guards at the end of their tour, the incoming Grenadiers had an almost instinctive understanding of what their predecessors had been doing and the transition was seamless. This was a Guards handover on the battlefield. Others have taken place on the parade ground in bearskin caps.


In September 1997, Welsh Guards were flown back from Crossmaglen in South Armagh to carry the coffin of Princess Diana. Major Giles Harris remembers standing on guard beside the coffin of Queen Elizabeth The Queen Mother in April 2002. It was 3 am and he had been sent back from Bosnia with a contingent of Welsh Guardsmen for the duty. ‘There were two old girls hoovering around my feet and chatting about having a cuppa afterwards. The Queen Mum was lying a half a foot away from them with the full majesty of British custom around her. It was like a Giles cartoon, it was priceless.’ A few months after returning from Helmand, the Welsh Guards were Changing the Guard outside Buckingham Palace. Lance Sergeant Tobie Fasfous, from Pencoed, liked to describe himself as a ‘professional bullet dodger and part-time tourist attraction’.


Occasionally, the dual role of Sovereign’s Guard and infantryman come together. The Prince of Wales is Colonel-in-Chief of the Welsh Guards and always has an equerry from the regiment. In 2004, Austen Salusbury, then a captain, was taking over from Captain David Basson as an equerry. Salusbury had just returned from Basra, where he had been second-in-command of the Prince of Wales’s Company – a role Basson was taking on. The handover was conducted at Clarence House, the Prince of Wales’s residence. It was an incongruous scene: the two officers in immaculate lounge suits sipping tea from porcelain cups with a map of Basra spread out in front of them.


These days, the rivalry between the Guards and the rest of the Army rarely extends beyond friendly ribbing. Across the Army, the same type of squaddie slang is used, such as: ‘gleaming’ (excellent); ‘purging’ (complaining); ‘dramas’ (problems); ‘cheeky’ (dangerous); ‘ally’ (stylish); and ‘Gucci’ (good quality). In recent years, Americanisms have been added, in particular the use ‘awesome’ (amazing) and ‘kinetic’ (involving military force). ‘We’re scruffy riflemen, they’re smart guardsmen from the Household Division,’ says Lance Corporal Steven Pallett of 4th Battalion, 4 Rifles, who served in the Welsh Guards Battle Group in Helmand. ‘They’re very appearance-orientated. They like short hair, irons, whereas we dress more ally, we look cool, get in the field, get the job done. Which they do too – it’s different traditions. We keep on getting picked up for our sideburns but that’s rock and roll – they’ve looked after us.’ Gone are the days of mass punch-ups in the pubs of Aldershot, Guildford and Catterick.


Although formed around a battalion (all the Guards regiments are now made up of a single battalion) of about 800 men, the Welsh Guards Battle Group swelled to a strength of more than 1,500 in Helmand. From June, there were two companies from 4 Rifles. In addition, cap badges within the Battle Group included the Royal Tank Regiment, Yorkshire Regiment, Royal Marines, Mercian Regiment, Royal Artillery, Royal Engineers, Royal Logistics Corps and Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment, not to mention the citizen soldiers of the Territorial Army. Private Steve Grimshaw, a truck driver from Sale, near Manchester, rejoined the Army for the tour some 20 years after he had left. In the meantime, his Cheshire Regiment had been disbanded. This didn’t stop him wearing his old insignia and he celebrated his 45th birthday, along with the fact that he was the oldest private in the Army, under fire on the Shamalan Canal.


In Helmand, the Welsh Guards were also part of an international brotherhood of soldiers. An Estonian company – which included veterans of the Soviet occupation of Afghanistan – was part of the Battle Group. There were US Marines in fire-support teams and the ‘Pedro’ Black Hawk medical helicopters that swooped in to evacuate wounded Welsh Guards were American. Many nations provided medical treatment at Camp Bastion. When a Welsh Guards officer received a transfusion, the platelets came from an Estonian pharmacist, who maintained its quality had been improved by Baltic beer, and the blood came from a British army nurse who insisted that it had benefited from her red wine consumption.


At the heart of a Welsh Guardsman’s pride in 2009 was his company. That reached out in concentric circles to the Welsh Guards, the Household Division, the British Army and its Nato allies. Alongside this was a sense of pride in Wales, in Britain and even, though seldom expressed, in democracy and the Western way of life.


For all this pride, there was also a shadow that had been cast 27 years earlier and had lingered for more than a quarter of the regiment’s history. During the Falklands War of 1982, 36 Welsh Guardsmen had perished. All but four died on board the logistic landing ship Royal Fleet Auxiliary Sir Galahad when it was bombed by Argentine jets. The Welsh Guards had been embarked in the Sir Galahad after being turned back just a few miles into a march over the Sussex Mountains from San Carlos to Goose Green. Carrying 100 pounds of kit per man in Bergen rucksacks, movement across the boggy moors was slow. Two tractors carrying mortars and .50 Browning machine guns became stuck and eventually the decision was taken to return to San Carlos. This triggered a chain of events that led to half of the battalion – the Prince of Wales’s Company, 3 Company and the mortar platoon, comprising 350 men – embarking in HMS Fearless and then the Sir Galahad, initially bound for Bluff Cove. In fact, the ship only steamed as far as Fitzroy, where a Rapier detachment and Field Ambulance unit were to be offloaded. There the Welsh Guardsmen were, afloat and undefended, at Fitzroy on the bright, clear morning of 8 June 1982. The two company commanders were awaiting orders as to what to do next and there was confusion about whether the Welsh Guards should land at Fitzroy and march to Bluff Cove or be taken the 18 miles there by sea. A plan was made to relay the troops to Bluff Cove by landing craft, but this was delayed when its ramp was damaged, meaning the equipment needed to be lowered down by crane.


There were three Welsh Guardsmen in Helmand who had been on board the Sir Galahad that day – the two Late Entry majors Martyn Miles and Nicky Mott, and Warrant Officer (Class Two) John Williams 65 was 54, who rejoined for the Afghanistan tour to be an operations room watchkeeper. Aged 52, Williams was the oldest man in the Welsh Guards Battle Group in Helmand.


On board the Sir Galahad back in 1982, Lance Sergeant Martyn Miles of 3 Company, from Pontypridd, had been sitting in the galley drinking tea and playing brag when there was a massive bang. He was thrown across the compartment and singed by a huge fireball, landing on the deck as a large metal door fell on top of him and broke his right ankle. It was pitch-black and smoke was beginning to fill the compartment. Panicking guardsmen ran across the door with Miles trapped underneath. Someone pulled him out and as a sergeant was carrying him onto the upper deck, he began to realise the scale of what had happened. ‘There were people with skin literally hanging off their faces and their arms and their legs just black,’ he remembers. ‘The smell was horrendous, like burnt ashes nine times over. There were people whose faces had expanded, most of their hair gone, eyebrows gone and skin melted on hands and faces.’


Guardsman Simon Weston, the most seriously burned casualty that day to survive, later to achieve fame as a speaker and charity worker, described his ‘personal Hiroshima’ in his autobiography. His skin melting, he thought the ship had been napalmed. He watched men ‘jerking and writhing to a silent tune of death’ and a ‘human fireball’ collapse in front of him, ‘a disintegrating Guy Fawkes, blistered hands outstretched as he called for his mum’ and died. Some friends he recognised by their voices as they pleaded and screamed, some of them begging to be shot. ‘Even more grotesque, I knew others by the shape of their teeth as the flames pulled back their lips into hideous grins.’


Guardsman Nicky Mott 84 of the Prince of Wales’s Company, who had celebrated his nineteenth birthday on the way down to the Falklands, was just about to step through the door out onto the upper deck when the air-raid warning came. His brother Lance Sergeant Bill Mott 88 was already in the landing craft. Everything went dark when the bombs hit and when he clambered outside the first thing he heard was his brother shouting: ‘Nicky, Nicky!’ At the time his main concern was that he had lost the magazine for his machine gun. ‘What’s the problem?’ he responded, sticking his head out over the side of the ship. Both brothers had survived.


It was a few hours before the extent of the casualties began to sink in. ‘There was Dunphy [Guardsman Michael Dunphy] in the mortar platoon who I knew from when we used to go in the Horse and Groom,’ recalls Nicky Mott. ‘There was Yorkie [Guardsman Andrew Walker]. He’d just transferred over to the mortar platoon. There was [Guardsman] Neil Hughes, he’d been killed too. The names were trickling through.’ There were 56 killed on board the Sir Galahad that day, 32 of them from the Welsh Guards. Around 150 Welsh Guardsmen were injured, many with hideous burns. It was the single biggest loss of life during the conflict and the most significant setback of the successful British campaign to take back the islands. Four other Welsh Guardsmen were killed, three serving with the Special Air Service (SAS).


The last Welsh Guardsman to be killed, on the day hostilities ended, was Lance Corporal Chris Thomas 03, known as ‘Bowser’, a motorcycle despatch rider who was hit by an Argentine mortar shell. ‘Bowser used to bring his motorbike into the single accommodation and do oil changes in his room,’ says Nicky Mott. ‘He’d go into the Horse and Groom and bring his motorbike in. Nuts. We buried him at Brookwood military cemetery and half of the mourners were Hell’s Angels.’ Shortly after arriving at Camp Bastion in April 2009, a young soldier called Guardsman Philip Allen came to show Major Mott a photograph of his uncle. It was Bowser Thomas. ‘He’s from Bournemouth,’ explains Mott. ‘He’s an Englishman but he joined the Welsh Guards because of Bowser and the Falklands.’ The few non-Welshmen in the Welsh Guards tended to have a reason to join a regiment that can claim – with more justification than any other – to be a family.


The bravery and stoicism of the Welsh Guards that day is often forgotten. Two decades later, Surgeon Commander Rick Jolly was still moved to tears when he recalled how his Ajax Bay field hospital was beyond capacity as helicopter after helicopter brought hideously burned men. ‘All those young Welshmen with burnt skin hanging off them like wet tissue paper – some too badly injured to treat right away; some too lightly injured. The entrance fee to the hospital that night was 10 per cent burns, so if you had burns to your face and hands, you didn’t get in.’ The naval surgeon had to go around explaining to the guardsmen why they could not be treated straight away. Without exception, he remembered, they told him: ‘Don’t worry about me, sir, but please look after my mate over there.’ And then Jolly would watch them walk away into the night. For nearly two decades, the physical scars sustained onboard the Sir Galahad could be seen throughout the regiment. Less obvious were the mental scars, which contributed to a large number of suicides and early deaths due to alcoholism among former Welsh Guardsmen.


For the Welsh Guards, perhaps even harder to deal with than the death, disfigurement and trauma was the accusation that they had failed to perform and hadn’t been fit enough to march from San Carlos to Goose Green. Within the battalion, there were mutterings about officers who had wanted the troops to remain in the Sir Galahad rather than landing at Fitzroy and going cross-country to Bluff Cove. ‘This whole thing was a mess – a mess that got 25 of my mates killed,’ wrote Lance Corporal Andy Mortimore in a letter home two weeks later.9 ‘We were left in daylight for eight hours without air cover!’ By a quirk of fate, not one of the Welsh Guards who died in the South Atlantic was an officer, even though many were onboard the Sir Galahad. Although the debate within the Welsh Guards about who was responsible had long since faded, the shadow cast by the events that day remained. ‘The whispers went on for years,’ says Nicky Mott. ‘It certainly affected the Regiment. Were we ready? Were we fit enough? We were. It was just the wrong place, the wrong time and it just didn’t happen for us. It hurt. It did hurt and it still hurts to this day.’ Helmand was to give the Welsh Guards the opportunity to exorcise the ghosts of the Falklands.





CHAPTER TWO
Green Zone
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Prince of Wales’s Company wading through an irrigation ditch


To endeavour to … control such a people is to court misfortune and calamity. The Afghan will bear poverty, insecurity of life; but he will not tolerate foreign rule.


Sir John Lawrence, Viceroy of India, 186710


The Dasht-i-Margo, this desert of death, springs to life from centuries of lethargy as these vital streams transform its wastes as if by fairy wand into fields of waving wheat.


Paul S. Jones (Morrison-Knudsen engineer from Nebraska),
Afghanistan Venture (1956)


 


WALI MOHAMMED HAD seen superpowers, their proxies and their enemies come and go. Each day in 2009, the 71-year-old Helmandi tended to the buildings and grounds where he had worked since he was 20. The complex at Chah-e Anjir had been established in the 1940s as the headquarters of the Helmand and Arghandab Construction Unit (HACU) – part of the Helmand Valley Authority. It was an oasis of Little America designed to bring civilisation to an impoverished corner of Afghanistan. Beside it lay a graveyard of rusting heavy plant machinery, trucks and earth movers brought in from places like Carnegie, Illinois and Mansfield, Louisiana and abandoned when the Americans departed in 1979. Among the broken hulks were scattered pieces of machinery made by Ganz-Mavag in Budapest and Stavostroj in Prague, left there since the Russian withdrawal in 1989. Next to the latrines a Soviet Army crest had been carved into the wall, while in the entrance was the crest of the Welsh Guards and the words ‘Prince of Wales’s Company, Op Herrick 10’. A small stack of booklets left behind by American troops after the 2001 invasion lay in a corner. They were entitled God’s Promises for You and had a cover featuring soldiers of the US Army’s 101st Airborne Division. Daubed on the walls was graffiti in Pashto that read: ‘Zindabad Taliban’ – ‘Long live the Taliban’. Littering the area by the ‘shit pit’, for burning excrement, were discarded salary sheets, invoices and correspondence from American construction workers dating back more than half a century. In the base, the Welsh Guardsmen watched DVDs in their time off that included Collateral and The Departed as well as Charlie Wilson’s War, about the Texas congressman who helped arm the Mujaheddin resistance in the 1980s.


When the Prince of Wales’s Company arrived in Chah-e Anjir (‘Well of the Fig Tree’ in Persian) in June 2009, they renamed the headquarters PB Shahzad, after the Pashto word for ‘Prince’. Wali Mohammed watched impassively as soldiers posed for Facebook pictures sitting on an old Soviet T62 tank and an armoured personnel carrier. He had started work there as a mechanic in 1958 before being sent to Iran to study English and returning as a clerk and then machine shop manager. After the Americans left, he worked for the Russian invaders. ‘We were friends with the Americans and friends with the Russians,’ he said, speaking three months after his latest masters had begun paying him. ‘It was a desert before the Americans came – they created everything with their bulldozers. I was sad when they went.’ Next to arrive were the Russians. ‘There was fighting but they brought tractors, they spent their money and they looked after us. They tried to repair what the Americans had left but there were no spares.’ In 1994 came the Taliban. ‘They burnt the bazaar and were very hard on the people. Some of them were from Pakistan. They asked me to continue working so I did. They did not trouble me.’ Wali Mohammed professed that he was delighted with the Welsh Guards. ‘The people are very happy with the British because they are working hard to get security here for this place,’ he beamed. ‘I hope they will stay, though sometimes I wonder who else will come here before I will die.’


By the time the Welsh Guards arrived, Britain’s conflict in Helmand had already raged for three years and seemed set to last for many more as the US Marines poured in. Depending on who was doing the counting, Afghanistan had been at war for the seven years since the American invasion after the September 11 attacks of 2001, for 30 years since Soviet tanks rolled in, or for centuries. Long before it was called Afghanistan, it was known as Yaghistan or ‘Land of the Unruly’. Invaders came, stayed for a while and eventually left, their legacies crumbling into the dust along with the bones of their dead. The Taliban and most Helmandis expected the British to be no different and, truth be told, neither did the Welsh Guards.


Helmand is the largest of landlocked Afghanistan’s 34 provinces. It was named after the great Helmand River, which is formed from the melted snow of the Hindu Kush mountain range to the west of Kabul and then flows south-west for 1,400 kilometres before evaporating in marshes and desert lakes at the Iranian border. The Helmand Basin became a trading route between India and Persia as well as a highway of conquest. Alexander the Great arrived in 329 BC after telling his men: ‘We are dealing with savage beasts, which lapse of time can only tame, when they are caught and caged, because their own nature cannot tame them.’ His army camped in the fertile valley, filled with orchards and date-palm groves, before crossing the Helmand at Gereshk and marching north along the same caravan route to Kabul that the British were to take two thousand years later during the First Afghan War.11


The Ghaznavid dynasty, which ruled much of Afghanistan from 962 to 1140, built its winter palace at Lashkar-i-Bazaar, just outside the city of Bost – now the provincial capital Lashkar Gah, which means ‘army barracks’ in Persian. Genghis Khan’s Mongol hordes devastated the Helmand Valley and sacked Bost in 1220. Tamerlane the Great, who claimed descent from Genghis Khan, destroyed the Helmand River’s irrigation works in 1383.12 Afghans enjoyed relative calm and prosperity until shipping reduced the need for traders to travel by land through Central Asia. Thereafter it became a backwater with scarce resources and a complex network of tribes.


In the nineteenth century, Afghanistan became a disputed zone in what Rudyard Kipling immortalised as ‘the Great Game’, when Britain and Russia struggled for control of Central Asia. Abdur Rahman, Amir of Afghanistan from 1880 to 1901, described his country as like ‘a grain of wheat between two strong millstones’.13 Anxious to protect India and wary of Russian designs on Iran, Britain sought to maintain Afghanistan as a buffer state, whether through the vigilant non-interference of ‘Masterly Inactivity’ or the interventionist ‘Forward Policy’.


It was close to the banks of the Helmand that 2,000 British were decisively defeated by the 25,000-strong forces of Ayub Khan at the Battle of Maiwand on 27 July 1880. Ayub’s men, who were lightly equipped and knew the terrain, outflanked and surprised the British, commanded by Brigadier-General George Burrows, by fording the Helmand. Like many waterways that looked impassable on a map – as the Welsh Guards were to discover in 2009 – the river was not the barrier it seemed.14 Burrows’s heavily laden forces moved in a ponderous column in the searing heat and were short of ammunition and water.


Maiwand was one of the biggest British military disasters of the Victorian era. The tribesmen’s encounter with the 66th Regiment (later the Royal Berkshires) there is still commemorated in lore and verse, not least by the Taliban. The fighting was so fierce that Afghans were killed by being grabbed by their beards and pulled onto British bayonets and repulsed by rocks when ammunition ran out.15 A small group from the 66th retreated to a garden, where they were surrounded before opting to charge out, fighting to the death. Major Hyacinth Lynch, the only officer in the 66th to survive, recalled ‘the Ghazis advancing with flags and their long knives glistening in the afternoon sun’. Some 971 British and Indian troops of the force of 1,500 were killed at Maiwand and their corpses left to the vultures. Another 168 were wounded; Captain John Slade of the Royal Horse Artillery recounted how the gun carriages were ‘crowded with helpless wounded officers and men suffering the tortures of the damned’.16 Among the wounded – fictionally – was Dr John Watson, Arthur Conan Doyle’s foil for the detective Sherlock Holmes.


The Second Afghan War came to an end in 1880 when Lieutenant General Sir Frederick Roberts gathered 10,000 men who took 23 days to march the 334 miles from Kabul to Kandahar, 45 miles east of Maiwand, and rout Ayub’s forces. The British pulled out of Afghanistan the following year amid widespread domestic opposition to the war. The victor, who was to be immortalised as Lord Roberts of Kandahar, remarked: ‘It may not be very flattering to our amour propre, but I feel sure that I am right when I say that the less the Afghans see of us the less they will dislike us.’


In 2009, the Welsh Guards Battle Group headquarters was established within the walls of a crumbling British fort at Nad-e Ali, 40 miles west of Maiwand. It was a defensive structure that dated back at least to the nineteenth century and the First and Second Afghan Wars, fought from 1838 to 1842 and 1878 to 1880. A Third Afghan War lasted for a month in 1919 before a lone Royal Air Force plane dropped 20 bombs on Kabul, one of them hitting Amir Abdul Rahman’s tomb. ‘The fort was built when the British were fighting against the Afghan people,’ said Habibullah Khan, governor of Nad-e Ali district, after a dinner to bid farewell to the Welsh Guards in October 2009. ‘History repeats itself. British blood has been spilt here again, but this time we are grateful for their sacrifice.’


At the very same place, the Russians clashed with Afghan forces in October 1981. Xinua, the Chinese news agency, reported that the Soviets sent reinforcements of 19 tanks, 21 trucks and four helicopter gunships from Lashkar Gah to relieve its forces in the fort, which was being besieged by the Mujaheddin. According to the report, likely to have relied on the exaggerations of Mujaheddin propagandists, the Soviets lost nine tanks as they withdrew and 13 guerrillas and 12 others were killed. In 2009, the fort became Forward Operating Base (FOB) Shawqat, named after an Afghan army soldier killed by the Taliban. The most intact of its eight surviving two-storey turrets was known as ‘Salusbury towers’ because it was commandeered by Major Austen Salusbury, the Welsh Guards Influence Officer, as his sleeping quarters until the bats drove him out.


Many of the Taliban fighters that the Welsh Guards fought in 2009 during Britain’s fourth Afghan War were the descendants of Ayub Khan’s Pashtun tribesmen at Maiwand. In September 2009, the Welsh Guards realised that they were coming under accurate long-range fire from .303 calibre rounds from two separate locations. The Taliban were using the Lee-Enfield, the British Army’s standard bolt-action rifle from 1895. During the heyday of the British Empire, millions of Lee-Enfields were distributed to allies. The Lee-Enfield had been phased out in 1957 but more than 50 years later the Afghans were using this great piece of British engineering against the descendants of those who invented it.


Almost since their first recorded appearance in history, the Pashtuns, who make up about half of Afghanistan’s population of 28 million, have been portrayed as vengeful warriors. Centuries ago, the Pashtun poet Khushal Khan-i-Khattack described his own people as ‘malevolent, ruthless, and contentious’.17 A 1969 handbook for American government personnel described Pashtun society as dominated by ‘displays of passion, courage, toughness and readiness to do battle’. This was personified by ‘the statuesque tribesman, armed with bandoleer and rifle, whose erect posture and lithe movements dispel any doubt as to his effectiveness in hand-to-hand combat against his enemies’. Sir Winston Churchill, who travelled to the North-West Frontier in 1897 as a correspondent for The Daily Telegraph with General Sir Bindon Blood’s Malakand Field Force, saw the Pashtuns as ‘savages of the Stone Age’ with weapons of the nineteenth century in their hands. ‘Every man’s hand is against the other, and all against the stranger … To the ferocity of the Zulu are added the craft of the Redskin and the marksmanship of the Boer.’


The 1,200-mile Durand Line, drawn up by Sir Henry Mortimer Durand in 1893, divided the lands of the Pashtuns – known as Pathans by the British – in an attempt to assert imperial control. On the Indian side to the east, ‘assured clans’ were co-opted by the British by being given money and rank in the Indian Army and used as a proxy force against their Pashtun kinsmen on the Afghan side to the west. Seasonal migration with the harvests, however, continued across this artificial frontier. Today, the Durand Line marks the border between Afghanistan and Pakistan, which came into being in 1947. In the nineteenth century, the boundary was imposed to weaken the Pashtuns. By the twenty-first, it served to strengthen them, giving Taliban fighters, overwhelmingly Pashtun and speaking their own Pashto language, a sanctuary from Nato forces on the eastern side in Pakistan. Some 28 million Pashtuns live in Pakistan, about 15 per cent of the population, along with another 2.3 million Pashtun refugees who fled during the Soviet era. Most of the fighters the Welsh Guards faced in 2009 were Pashtun Helmandis, but direction came from Mullah Mohammed Omar and the rest of the Taliban leadership – known as the ‘Quetta shura’ – in Quetta, Pakistan. Resupply lines for ammunition, IEDs and new fighters extended across the border.


Pashtun culture is regulated by the code of Pashtunwali, which means ‘the way of the Pashtun’ and covers matters of morality and behaviour. Six of its main tenets were outlined in the Op Herrick 10 Operational Guide issued to all Welsh Guardsmen and other British troops in 2009: melmastia (hospitality); sabat (loyalty); ghayrat (defence of territory); badal (justice); turah (bravery) and nanavati (shelter). The guide omitted the concept of namus (honour), while badal is perhaps best understood as blood vengeance, which can be pursued through generations or on behalf of a kinsman. A Pashtun folk tale about a woman who granted nanavati to the killer of her son even as the killer was pursued by her tribesmen fulfilling their duty of badal captures the essence of Pashtunwali. The code had a direct effect on the way Helmandis viewed civilian casualties caused by British forces, the destruction of property, treatment of women and searching of compounds. Although Pashtuns have traditionally dominated Afghan government, the principal loyalty of the Pashtun is to his tribe. The largest concentration of Pashtuns in Afghanistan is found in Helmand, where they make up 95 per cent of the population.


Afghan engineers rebuilt parts of the old network of canal along the Helmand River starting in 1910 and then established new canals. In the 1930s the Germans and the Japanese renovated 9 miles of a 200-year-old stretch of canal before the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939, when work stopped. After the war, the Americans were seen as the least objectionable of the victorious Allied powers while, with memories of the Great Game still fresh, the British and the Russians were regarded as traditional enemies. Thus, the Helmand Valley Project18 was established in 1946 by the United States, initially via Import-Export Bank loans and then, from 1960, directly by the United States Agency for International Development (USAID). The project was designed to irrigate 300,000 acres of desert to the west and north of the provincial capital Lashkar Gah and settle up to 20,000 members of nomadic tribes. Lasting until 1979 and costing $136.5 million, it took as its model President Franklin Roosevelt’s Tennessee Valley Authority. This series of dams on the Tennessee River helped transform the economy across seven Southern states after the Great Depression. The project became a monument to American optimism, good will and, ultimately, folly.


American self-interest was also involved. This was the Cold War era and the Soviet Union was extending its influence in northern Afghanistan. The Helmand Valley enterprise gave the United States a foothold in the south. For the project, the Afghan government hired the Morrison Knudsen company of Boise, Idaho. The largest heavy engineering firm in the US, Morrison Knudsen had built the Hoover Dam and the San Francisco Bay Bridge, and was soon to construct the North American Space Agency’s launch complex at Cape Canaveral. It was predicted that the Helmand Valley project would increase agricultural productivity and become a symbol of Afghan national prestige as well as testament to American ingenuity. It was hoped the project would also return the Helmand Valley to its fabled status as the breadbasket of Afghanistan before the destruction wrought by Genghis Khan and Tamerlane. During a 1951 visit to Chah-e Anjir, the company’s co-founder Harry Morrison told his employees: ‘You people here are pioneers, like in our own early west. You are on the firing line. We can do much to help these backward people.’


President Harry Truman told the Tennessee Valley Authority’s director that such development projects were an alternative to war. The US was later to propose dam projects as possible solutions to the Israeli–Palestinian and Kashmir disputes and even the Vietnam War. Visiting the Helmand Valley project in 1960, the historian Arnold Toynbee was awed by the ‘high-handed way in which the Americans deal with Nature … imposing Man’s will on the Helmand River’. He concluded: ‘The new world that they are conjuring up out of the desert at the Helmand River’s expense is to be an America-in-Asia.’ Lashkar Gah was built on the ancient site of Bost as an Afghan–American model town. Houses combined features like the purdah wall, behind which Pashtun women could retire to avoid the gaze of strangers, with American bathrooms and electrical sockets for refrigerators and washing machines. Helmand also experienced an influx of eager American engineers, hydrologists and technicians. An infrastructure of roads and bridges was built to transport equipment. The annual salaries of Morrison Knudsen’s advisers and personnel alone cost the equivalent of Afghanistan’s total exports each year.


Almost from the outset, however, the project was plagued by problems. The original canals were poorly sited and too low, causing fields to flood. A new dam at the mouth of the Nahr-e Bughra Canal raised the water table and a crust of salt deposits was left on the topsoil. Demolishing the dam would have been an embarrassment for the Afghan monarchy, which had also resisted paying for expensive soil surveys. Morrison Knudsen, which was seeking a profit rather than a long-term answer, obeyed the client. A 320-ft-high dam at Kajakai and a 200-ft-high dam at Arghandab were supplemented by an elaborate network of smaller dams, sluice gates, drainage channels, ditches and irrigation canals. Some 300 miles of concrete-lined canals were created.


There was a persistent weed problem created by flooding and the salinity of the soil made much of it uncultivable. Around the Shamalan (‘North Wind’ in Persian) Canal, waterlogging was so bad that foundations were giving way and mosques and houses were sinking into the bog. The American solution was to move the farmers from their land, take them to equivalent plots and level the area with bulldozers. According to a 1983 study by Cynthia Clapp-Wincek of USAID, the farmers refused to budge and ‘met the bulldozers with rifles’. Helmandis who protested that a canal was being run straight through their village were thrown into jail and construction work speeded up. Throughout, there was an insularity to the American approach, Clapp-Wincek noted: ‘The Americans lived and worked in separate, very American environments, keeping U.S. office hours and observing U.S. holidays … few Americans spoke any of the local languages.’


The project was due to end in 1974, and by this time salvaging it had become what one American observer described as ‘a gargantuan job with Sisyphean elements’.19 But Henry Kissinger, the US Secretary of State, relented when Sardar Mohammad Daoud, the newly installed President and Prime Minister after the overthrow of the monarchy in 1973, described the Helmand Valley scheme as an ‘unfinished symphony’ that had to be completed. There was an influx of American soil scientists and some progress was made on the drainage issue but the project’s final demise came when the pro-Soviet Khalq party seized power in an April 1978 coup in which Daoud was assassinated. The last American personnel working in Helmand Valley left in August 1979, four months before the Soviet invasion.


The legacy of the Helmand Valley project was not just millions of dollars wasted and a blow to American pride. First, it left a complex tribal system in place. In settling central Helmand with just under 5,500 nomadic families from 1953 to 1973 and another 4,000 from 1973 to 1978, the project created an intricate and fragile tribal mosaic. In 1980, the American anthropologist Richard Scott identified 25 different tribal groups in Nad-e Ali district alone. This made it all but impossible for Soviet and later British and American troops to understand the local dynamics. Incomes in the Nad-e Ali and Marjah areas, which became notorious Taliban strongholds, were lower than in other irrigated parts of Helmand. Like the new towns in Britain, everyone in these irrigated areas was originally from somewhere else. The Welsh Guards would joke that they had been posted to the Milton Keynes of Afghanistan.


In 1954, about 1,300 families of nomads and landless farmers were settled in six villages in the Nad-e Ali area and were designated by the letters A, B, C, D, E and K for the ease of American contractors. Each one was made up of large sun-dried brick houses and a large central mosque and bazaar area. The local residents gave them Pashto names – Village A became Shin Kalay, ‘Blue Village’, Village B was Khowshaal Kalay, ‘Happy Village’, Village C was Luy Bagh, ‘Big Garden’, Village D was Zarghun Kalay, ‘Green Village’, Village E was Gorup-e Shesh Kalay, ‘Group of Six’, and Village K was Naqalabad, ‘Built by Settlers’.20 All were to become battlegrounds for the Welsh Guards in 2009. The land was poorer than elsewhere, and clumsy attempts at social engineering in the 1970s that involved splitting up tribal and ethnic groups had left the settled families alienated and at a disadvantage when dealing with the government. Suspicion of authority was ingrained.


The Helmand Valley project created a new landscape that lent itself to armed resistance. Irrigation ditches and dense vegetation provided ideal cover for ambushes of Soviet troops by Mujaheddin fighters. The Russians chopped down trees to block the canals and laid tens of thousands of landmines in fields and orchards. Soviet mines still occasionally claim the lives of Afghan civilians and British soldiers. Helmand became a stronghold of the Pashtundominated Mujaheddin, with the Soviets unable to hold territory apart from Lashkar Gah and the Kajaki dam. The Mujaheddin became adept at laying mines too, often stacking three foreign antitank mines on top of each other to ensure a catastrophic kill of a vehicle. Tractors were used to transport IEDs across the fields to the roads. Some IEDs were remotely detonated by command wire, others were rigged with batteries connected to wires stretched across the road. The metal tracks of Soviet tanks would complete the circuit and detonate the IED while civilian vehicles with rubber tyres would pass safely.21


Termed the ‘Green Zone’ by the British when they first arrived in Helmand in 2006, the flat patchwork quilt of irrigation canals, ditches and fields full of crops provided an ideal defensive battleground for the Taliban. Unlike Iraq’s Green Zone, the American enclave created in 2003 that insulated coalition forces and their allies from the insurgency raging outside, the Green Zone in Helmand was the Taliban’s habitat. The bocage hedgerows of Normandy, where the Welsh Guards had fought in 1944, had provided cover and concealment for the Germans while blocking almost all lines of sight for the British. Helmand’s Green Zone offered similar advantages to the Taliban. Back then, the Welsh Guards of 1944 who envisioned hedges as waist-high decorative bushes had found dense, impassable hedgerows cultivated since Norman times on top of mounds of earth and rock. In 2009, the Welsh Guards found the Helmand landscape very different from anything they had seen in Britain. The ditches were wider and deeper than they had expected; in summer the crops were head-high, allowing the enemy to creep up unseen.


The 2009 Operation Herrick guide for troops warned that ‘drainage ditches can be dug out to create complex trench systems which are covered from view and fire’, which ‘allows Enemy Forces to initiate ambushes from as close as 5 metres away’. The Americans had laid down a grid system of roads in the towns, and outside them a lattice of narrow, crumbling tracks that greatly aided the Taliban by restricting the movements of military vehicles and channelling them through choke points. The Taliban, on the other hand, enjoyed almost complete freedom of movement. The canals were shallow enough to wade across, while motorbikes were used over the rickety bridges positioned every hundred yards or so. Sluice gates were opened and closed to alter water levels and sometimes the Taliban flooded fields to impede the route of retreat for Welsh Guards patrols. In some parts of the Green Zone, the grid system created an almost urban environment of narrow alleyways that restricted vehicle movement but allowed numerous routes in and out for those operating on two wheels or on foot. For some, this was reminiscent of Northern Ireland. Brigadier Tim Radford described the terrain as ‘a cross between the bocage and Belfast’.


The last and most significant legacy of the Helmand Valley project was agricultural, though not in the way the idealist American planners of the 1950s had envisaged. Although the conditions for growing wheat, cotton and corn had not been ideal, the project helped create a near-perfect environment for opium. The poppy thrived in alkaline and saline soils. By 2000, the United Nations estimated that Helmand Valley was producing 39 per cent of the world’s heroin, and that Helmand accounted for more than half the poppy-growing area of Afghanistan. After the Taliban captured Afghanistan’s second city of Kandahar in 1994, the one-eyed Mullah Omar, its leader, struck a deal with the warlord Rais-e Baghran. In return for Taliban control of Helmand and its massively lucrative poppy trade, Mullah Omar agreed to remove the rival Akhundzadeh warlords from power.


In 2006, Afghanistan yielded the largest opium crop a nation has ever produced, with two-thirds grown in Taliban areas. If Helmand had been a country it would have been the world’s leading opium-producing nation with the rest of Afghanistan in second place. A 2007 report to the US Congress stated that about 3.1 million Afghans – 13 per cent of the population – were employed in the narcotics industry. In that year, 45 per cent of Afghanistan’s Gross Domestic Product came from narcotics, exported worldwide, while it was estimated that Afghanistan supplied 90 per cent of Britain’s heroin.22 The Taliban even sought to continue the irrigation work that the Helmand Valley project had started. In 2008, American spy satellites detected large ditches being dug in the deserts of southern Helmand and filled with water in an apparent attempt to create more farmland for poppy growing.23


The Taliban were overwhelmingly Pashtun and rose to prominence in part by harnessing Pashtun nationalism. As well as Islamic sharia law, it was inspired by the Pashtunwali code, warlordism and a distrust of central government. That did not mean they inspired universal support or admiration. For many ordinary Afghans, the young fundamentalist Pashtun students who refused to compromise on their interpretation of Islam were merely the latest in a long line of groups determined to impose their will on the people. Support from the CIA and Pakistan enabled the Islamists to wage jihad against the Soviets and then gain a foothold in Afghan society.


The Soviet withdrawal left a vacuum to be filled. Pakistan, ruled by Sunni Muslims and wary of Shia influence from Iran, continued to fund and support the Islamists. There was heavy investment too from Saudi Arabia, eager to spread the strict Wahhabi version of Sunni Islam. This was done through established madrassas (religious colleges), in Afghanistan and along Pakistan’s Pashtun tribal frontier, where dispossessed Afghan refugees would be among the pupils. It was these Islamist academies that gave the Taliban their name, from Talib, meaning a student who seeks knowledge. Mullah Omar literally wrapped himself in the reputed cloak of the Prophet Mohammed, which he had appropriated from the mausoleum of Ahmed Shah Durrani, viewed by many Afghans as the father of the nation. Among those who proclaimed Mullah Omar’s legitimacy as self-appointed Commander of the Faithful was a Saudi jihadist called Osama bin Laden. Advocating a return to pure Islam, the Taliban focused at first on the Pashtun south, co-opting some tribal leaders and militia commanders and coercing or killing others. Many Pashtuns, weary of war and exploitation, embraced the Taliban promises of peace and an end to corruption.


Taliban justice proved brutal but the opposition was divided and isolated. By 2001, the Taliban controlled nearly all of Afghanistan and the rebel Northern Alliance struggled without meaningful American backing. A fateful strategic alliance between the Taliban and al-Qaeda had already been established, providing a safe haven for bin Laden, which he used to plan the September 11th attacks. American forces overthrew the Taliban regime in October 2001, sweeping through the country, with Helmand the last province to fall. Bin Laden, however, escaped to the borderlands of Pakistan and al-Qaeda’s leadership continued to function. The Taliban leadership also crossed over into Pakistan to plot and prepare for a return.


The American preoccupation with Saddam Hussein gave the Taliban an opportunity. Lacking sufficient forces in the country, the Americans began to back Afghan warlords, weakening the central government of President Hamid Karzai. For his part, Karzai sought to control the country through patronage and corruption, alienating much of the population. The Taliban’s roots in the Pashtun south, particularly in Kandahar and Helmand, mean that it was fertile ground for an insurgency against the Americans and their client Karzai.


While the war in Iraq grew more and more unpopular at home, in late 2005 Tony Blair committed British troops to Helmand for the spring of 2006. Lieutenant Colonel Guy Bartle-Jones, a Welsh Guards officer who had served on the Nato staff in Afghanistan and had attended the Pakistani staff college in Quetta, remembers a United Nations official and veteran Afghan hand warning him about Helmand. ‘Why the hell are we going into Helmand?’ the UN official asked him. ‘Do you know what a nasty bit of country it is? It’s full of drug smugglers and crime and tribally it’s horrible.’ The view within the Government, however, was that Helmand was the place to show what British troops could do. At a Defence Intelligence Staff briefing, Bartle-Jones suggested that a portion of Uruzugan province in which around 400 Taliban fighters were causing problems might be a better bet for the British. ‘The line was, “No, we’ll need far fewer troops if we go into Helmand,”’ Bartle-Jones remembers. ‘The assessment was that Uruzugan was too difficult and Helmand was going to be the easier option. How wrong we were.’ At a subsequent briefing given by a naval commander about requirements for language training, Bartle-Jones, the only officer there who had served in Afghanistan, found himself interrupting. ‘You do realise we are going down to Helmand and the main language there is Pashto, not Dari?’ he said. The embarrassed response from the commander was that he did not. ‘That’s the sort of ignorance there was around at the time,’ says Bartle-Jones.


The initial deployment was of 3,000 troops, less than a third of them infantry and the rest support elements. Following its customary practice of assigning names of operations randomly by an MoD computer, British deployments to Afghanistan were called Operation Herrick, apparently after the seventeenth-century poet Robert Herrick. By the time the Welsh Guards arrived in Helmand, the Army was engaged in Herrick 9. General Sir Richard Dannatt, who took over as Chief of the General Staff in August 2006, remembers an atmosphere in which ‘we really thought there was a possibility that we could conduct this as a benign reconstruction and development and bring a better life to the people’. In military terms, he says, it was ‘getting on with the build, without any requirement for clear and hold’. Looking back, he describes what the British did in 2006 as going into a sleeping lion’s cage. ‘If you left him alone, he’s only kipping in the corner. If you gave him a prod with a sharp stick, he’d jump up and attack you. And in a sense that’s pretty much what we did in southern Afghanistan and in Helmand.’


Sir Sherard Cowper-Coles, Special Representative of David Miliband, the Foreign Secretary, while the Welsh Guards were in Helmand, remarks that ‘good intentions’ had prompted Tony Blair to deepen Britain’s involvement in Afghanistan in 2006. There was, however, ‘a certain glibness about Blair and a sort of incurable optimism’ that prevented a hard-headed assessment of the realities from the start. Cowper-Coles, who had been British ambassador to Afghanistan from May 2007 until April 2009, suggests that the Army, anxious to move on from a bruising experience in southern Iraq, should also take its share of the blame for what happened later. ‘There was a tremendous desire within the Army to do more and to prove themselves and a laudable enthusiasm to get stuck in – you know, crack on. And all these rather poorly written papers by an enthusiastic military desperate to prove themselves after Basra to keep up with the Americans.’ The Army’s very willingness to make do and constantly strive to achieve more with less had sown the seeds of future difficulties. ‘Part of the problem is a very eager military with a laudable “can-do” attitude offering politicians over-optimistic advice about what can be done and the resources needed to do it. And politicians not having either the will or the knowledge to question some of the military advice they have received that this is all doable.’ In addition, he says, there was ‘a mood in the Foreign Office that you mustn’t upset the military’.


For the Taliban, the arrival of the British was seen as the return of old adversaries seeking to avenge past defeats at the hands of the great Pashtun warriors of centuries past. ‘They are our historical enemies,’ said Maulavi Abdul Aziz Hamdard, a Taliban commander in Nad-e Ali district, in an interview with the author conducted through an intermediary. ‘We had very brave ancestors, like Ahmad Shah and Mirwais Nika [an earlier Pashtun king], who defeated our British and Russian enemies. These British now are the same ones whose ancestors were defeated in Afghanistan. They are the grandchildren who have come here to take their revenge, nothing else. They insult our culture and values. Afghans made them feel shame and embarrassment in the past and now the British want to do the same to Afghans.’





CHAPTER THREE
Whitehall Warrior



[image: image]


Rupert Thorneloe with his daughters Hannah, left, and Sophie


Go into it thoroughly, closer scrutiny, think through the implications, produce some papers, have some inter-departmental discussions, make contingency plans. We are discussing the defence of the realm.


The Rt Hon James Hacker in his diary,
The Complete Yes Prime Minister (1989)


Crystal clear logic and powerful comprehension of complexity often lead him to a counter-intuitive argument that he has the moral courage to stay with. This makes him awkward to lead but it is an essential part of any worthwhile solution.


Group Captain A. J. Dey, report on
Major Rupert Thorneloe, 25 July 2002


 


LITTLE HAPPENED IN the Ministry of Defence (MoD) that Rupert Thorneloe did not know about. As the military assistant to Des Browne, Secretary of State for Defence, most matters of importance crossed the desk of the lieutenant colonel, newly promoted in June 2008. Thorneloe was usually the first person to arrive, shortly after 7 am, and without fail was the last to leave, often close to midnight. Along with his formidable brain and prodigious capacity for hard work, he possessed acute political antennae, and – just as useful – charm. He was not the kind of officer who needed to demonstrate his intellectual superiority or impress someone with his status. He was adept at reducing a complex issue to its essentials. People listened when he paused to sum up what he was asking, saying: ‘So the exam question is …’ He was sought out by those who wanted advice or a sounding board. Thorneloe always made time to talk, which was part of the reason for the hours he kept. All this meant that he could alert Browne to a difficulty that might be developing or tip him off about an admiral, general or bureaucrat who was a block to progress. Thorneloe remarked with a smile to friends that his habit of watching old videos of the BBC’s satirical comedy Yes Minister had stood him in good stead. He was a skilful Whitehall warrior who could work the corridors of the MoD’s Main Building with a deft and sometimes cunning touch.


On this particular day in late 2008, the piece of information that Thorneloe had picked up from the office of Sir Bill Jeffrey, the MoD’s Permanent Secretary, was that a fire practice would soon be held. Thorneloe suggested to John McTernan, a Labour party official acting as a special adviser to Browne, that they escape for a drink. Ten minutes later, the two of them were sitting on board the Tattershall Castle, a 1930s paddle steamer that was now a bar and restaurant moored on the Thames Embankment. Thorneloe, sipping a Diet Coke, explained why he had chosen a military career. They made an unlikely pair: McTernan, a Scot, was instinctively suspicious of the Army and the English public school types who populated its senior ranks. Yet the two often had long chats about their respective worlds of the Army and politics, and Thorneloe had helped change what McTernan calls his ‘Leftie political illusions’ by persuading him that military values were identical to those of public service. Thorneloe had impressed the Labour party apparatchik with his willingness to challenge conventional wisdom. The Welsh Guards officer was a sceptic about the value of the British nuclear deterrent, for example, and believed firmly that the Cabinet Office rather than the MoD should pay for it. He had been instrumental in pushing the issue of helicopter shortages in Helmand up the defence agenda and was a firm critic of the civilian effort of Department for International Development (DfID) in Afghanistan. ‘At times he was frustrated by Gordon Brown’s unwillingness to commit more troops to Afghanistan,’ McTernan recalls.


Thorneloe had recently learned he would be commanding the Welsh Guards in Helmand during the summer ‘fighting season’ of 2009. To command his regiment in action, he told McTernan, would be the ultimate moment of his career. The Welsh Guards’ losses on board the Sir Galahad in 1982, he explained, were still painful and a living part of the regiment’s history. Afghanistan would be a new chapter.


With a kindly, pockmarked face, broad, open smile and rather dishevelled appearance, Thorneloe was far from the stereotypical aloof Guards officer. Although loyal to a fault, he had a rich appreciation of the absurdity of some official positions, often communicating his feelings with a wry grin. Despite his formidable capacity for work, he always enjoyed a drink. When he was adjutant and in charge of discipline, Lance Sergeant Jiffy Myers was locking up the Sergeants’ Mess bar when he noticed a figure struggling with a one-armed bandit machine. It was 8 am and Captain Thorneloe was the last man standing after a rugby night for which the officers had been invited in. The lance sergeant, noticing Thorneloe was trying to insert a pound coin into the reject slot, suggested: ‘Sir, you’re going to have to go to bed.’ Thorneloe was having none of it. ‘Just one more pound!’ he said. Myers took pity on him and fed the coin into the right slot. Thorneloe didn’t win but staggered off to his room contented nevertheless.


Thorneloe was aware of his own foibles and never took himself too seriously. In a rueful letter during his first term at Sandhurst in 1991, he had told his parents: ‘For the first five weeks, everything is a bit mindless and revolves around room inspections, drill and being impeccably turned out. Unfortunately, if you were to pick the three things I was absolutely not good at, it would probably be those three.’ Thorneloe was more than 6 feet 2 inches tall but had a slight stoop that hinted at a touch of shyness behind his intellectual self-confidence. Guardsmen joked that he leant forward because his brain was so large that it weighed his head down, prompting his nickname ‘the brain’.


While the name Rupert, an education at Radley and fondness for polo could conjure up an image of a standard-issue toff, those who knew Thorneloe quickly dismissed any such notion. At staff college in 2002, he went out of his way to help foreign students who were struggling with their English. When a friend told him that Rita Restorick, mother of Lance Bombardier Stephen, killed by an IRA sniper in Northern Ireland in 1997, was still anguished about the death of her son, Thorneloe struck up a long-running email correspondence with her. The ordinary guardsmen revered Thorneloe because they knew that their welfare was his top priority. He was a rigorous master, but the heavier burden always fell on those higher up the rank structure – starting with himself – rather than the infantryman at the bottom. One of the few things that would cause Thorneloe to lose his temper was when a careless mistake by an officer had led to a guardsman being messed around.


Thorneloe was brought up in the village of Kirtlington in the green, undulating Oxfordshire countryside, close to Blenheim Palace, birthplace and ancestral home of Sir Winston Churchill. There cannot be anywhere more English in landscape, culture or history. His father, Major John Thorneloe, a retired Royal Artillery officer who served in Burma, Malaya and Singapore during the Second World War and later fought in the Korean War, was 47 when his eldest son was born. Thorneloe’s mother Veronica was 21 years younger than her husband. She was the daughter of Commander Christopher Dreyer, who commanded a Motor Torpedo Boat flotilla at Dunkirk and won a DSO and two DSCs while still a lieutenant. It was a traditional and happy upper-middle-class upbringing in rural England. The Thorneloe family kept polo ponies at their farm and Rupert and his younger sister Jessica both became fine polo players. In 1990 at the age of 21, Thorneloe won the Daily Telegraph saddle as Best Pony Club Player of the Year and was presented with his prize by the newspaper’s editor Max Hastings, a military historian he admired. The young Thorneloe also worked as a guide at Blenheim Palace, where his mother is still the Head Guide, and as a groundsman at Kirtlington Park Polo Club.


Thorneloe was attracted to joining the Army at least in part because of the opportunities it would provide for playing polo. He was initially drawn to the 5th Royal Inniskilling Dragoon Guards, who had welcomed him on a visit to Tidworth by thrusting a polo stick into his hand. But the regiment was being amalgamated and he was also being courted by the Life Guards, who had sponsored him at Sandhurst. Much to the chagrin of the Life Guards, Thorneloe was poached by the Welsh Guards, who appealed to his sense of fun as well as adventure. Major Tony Ballard, infamous for trying (unsuccessfully) to claim insurance for his polo sticks lost in the Sir Galahad during the Falklands War, spotted him playing polo at Kirtlington. Lieutenant Colonel Reddy Watt, Commanding Officer of the Welsh Guards and later to become General Sir Redmond Watt, had also noted Thorneloe’s polo talents and had him in his sights. Thorneloe was duly invited over for dinner at St James’s Palace and the evening ended with him being assisted into a taxi more than a little the worse for wear and having agreed to join the regiment. Thorneloe remarked in a letter to his parents that he had chosen the Welsh Guards because ‘they seemed to be the nicest Regiment and the most professional of all the ones I had visited’. Northern Ireland, where the Welsh Guards were about to deploy, was an attraction because ‘it will be hard work towards something that I believe in and think worthwhile’. He had considered the Royal Artillery, his father’s regiment, but felt that the ‘work hard, play hard lot seem to join good infantry and cavalry regiments’.


Almost as soon as Thorneloe was in uniform, however, the ‘play’ element began to recede. His drive and determination to be a professional soldier meant that he soon concluded that he wouldn’t have enough time to pursue polo seriously, so he gave it up and took up sailing as a hobby. As a platoon commander in 2 Company, he displayed a dedication to doing things right and a sense of personal honour. On one occasion, he even reported himself to the Welsh Guards adjutant for a negligent discharge of a blank round. There was no evidence and there were no witnesses, but Thorneloe took some persuading that the matter should be dropped. His room at Ballykelly base in Northern Ireland looked, as one friend remarked, like ‘the later stages of a jumble sale’. He once told his father that the benefit of leaving everything on the floor was that he always knew where to find things. Beneath the mounds of kit and clothes, however, were dogeared copies of books about Irish history and military strategy. Thorneloe was not the sort of officer who had a pristine and unread copy of Sun Tzu’s The Art of War placed prominently on a shelf. He also showed himself to be a compassionate officer and a natural problem-solver. A few weeks after he discovered that a guardsman in his platoon had debt problems, the young Welshman found himself on leave, working at a pub just outside Kirtlington and staying at South Farm with Lieutenant Thorneloe’s parents.


Thorneloe became a jungle warfare expert who projected a stoic calmness and cheerfully endured physical hardship. In 1996 he failed by a whisker to become the first officer from his regiment in two decades to pass the SAS selection course, falling just short on the final weapons-handling test. He then served as an intelligence officer in Northern Ireland, and was among those who helped lay the groundwork for tracking down and arresting the IRA sniper team that had felled British soldiers, including Lance Bombardier Restorick, each with a single shot. Thorneloe usually travelled on his own in a civilian car with a 9 mm pistol in his coat pocket. He became fascinated with Captain Robert Nairac, another Guards officer who had done the same job two decades earlier and to whom Thorneloe bore a physical resemblance. Nairac was abducted and murdered by the IRA in 1977 and many criticised his modus operandi as reckless. Thorneloe, however, chose to focus on his thoughtful and unorthodox approach in understanding the mind of the border Irish republican. He distributed a paper by Nairac called ‘Talking to People in South Armagh’ to Parachute Regiment officers serving in the area, and painstakingly built up diagrams of the connections between IRA families. He worked closely with the Royal Ulster Constabulary Special Branch, often emerging with a valuable morsel of information that had taken a bottle of Black Bush whiskey to tease out of a suspicious policeman.


A man of strong opinions who was not afraid of expressing them trenchantly, Thorneloe was intensely irritated by the soft treatment on television of politicians from Sinn Fein, the IRA’s political wing. In a letter in January 1997, he took Jeremy Paxman, the BBC Newsnight presenter, to task for being ‘totally and utterly walked over’ by Martin McGuinness, the Sinn Fein leader. ‘I and many like me sit and watch programmes like yours in first disbelief then anger, as yet again we see terrorists let off the hook by interviewers such as yourselves. It makes a mockery of the principles of a liberal democracy and is a disgraceful insult to the memories of these people’s victims.’ Sinn Fein politicians, he added, ‘have personally murdered soldiers, policemen and civilians and have organised the murders of thousands more’.


Lieutenant Colonel Sandy Malcolm, commanding the Welsh Guards in South Armagh, was instantly impressed by the young Brigade intelligence officer. He picked him to become Welsh Guards adjutant, a job given to those set for higher things. Once in the post, Thorneloe displayed formidable attention to detail and an intuitive sense of where a potential difficulty might be emerging. Malcolm, who occasionally had to order his adjutant to leave the office after finding him there late at night, describes Thorneloe as the man who held the battalion together. Trooping the Colour, however, proved a challenge. Thorneloe’s parade-ground skills had not improved over the years, and Bill Mott 88, then the Drill Sergeant of the Welsh Guards, remarked that it was fortunate that the adjutant would be on a horse for the big day, because at least one of them would know where to put his feet.


Staff college, a crucial career stop for ambitious majors, was much more Thorneloe’s forte. His 2002 report from there stated that he had ‘taken risks, pushed the boundaries and developed himself from a high starting point to an even more rarefied plane’. His ‘crystal clear logic and powerful comprehension of complexity’, the report said, would often lead him ‘to a counter-intuitive argument that he has the moral courage to stay with’. Thorneloe was developing into a creative and original military thinker. His next stop was to command 2 Company, which he did with distinction in Northern Ireland. In 2003 he was chosen to lead a Brigade battlefield tour of Monte Cassino in Italy, the devastated town the Welsh Guards had helped to hold after it had been all but obliterated by Allied forces in 1944. Many young majors would have regarded such a task as a chore, but Thorneloe revelled in it, bringing in the daughter of a German commander as well as British veterans of the battle to brief members of his Brigade. ‘Rupert Thorneloe gave a really terrific talk in which he set Monte Cassino in the context of the entire Second World War in about 20 minutes,’ remembers Major General William Cubitt, then in command of the Brigade. ‘He was absolutely fascinated by strategy. He was a major but he conducted the tour as if he was a general.’


Thorneloe married Sally Parker on 24 July 2004. They had met in the autumn of 2001 at a mutual friend’s birthday party and he had invited her to go sailing with him in Valentina, his 30-ft Hunter, at the Benbridge Regatta on the Isle of Wight. He managed to run the boat aground that weekend, but this had the happy result that they spent an extra day together. Thorneloe felt a deep sense of personal failure after the break-up of his 1996 marriage to Dr Francesca de Bono (known as Ceskie), whose parents had lived next door in Kirtlington. An academic and the niece of lateral thinker Edward de Bono, she did not enjoy the Army or share Thorneloe’s eagerness to have children and the couple had parted amicably. Thorneloe discovered a contentedness with Sally, who was three years his senior, which was to underpin his rapid progression in the Army. She embraced service life, giving up her cherished job at the wine merchants Corney & Barrow to move to the 1st Armoured Division base at Herford in Germany. Hannah, born in Germany, was a honeymoon baby; two years later Sophie was born.
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