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To Geordie Doran










Introduction


To Dare Is to Win


Sixty years ago, the modern SAS was fighting for its very survival.


Back then, the guys in the Regiment were only just beginning to establish themselves after the original Special Air Service Brigade had been disbanded at the end of the Second World War.


Founded in 1941 by David Stirling, the men in ‘L’ Detachment operated deep behind enemy lines in the desert of North Africa, attacking German airfields, carrying out port operations and terrorising Axis forces. They were phenomenally successful, destroying hundreds of aircraft on the ground. One legendary SAS soldier, Paddy Mayne, accounted for more planes than any single RAF fighter pilot. Stirling was captured in early 1943 and spent the rest of the war in prison, but under Mayne the unit (now reduced in size and renamed the Special Raiding Squadron) saw action in Europe, taking part in the Allied landings in Italy.


In 1944, they were dropping into France and linking up with various elements of the French resistance, gathering intelligence, harassing German forces and disrupting lines of communication. By that time the SAS had reverted to its original name and had been brought up to brigade strength, numbering over two thousand men including Belgian and French elements. They ended the war in Germany, pushing ahead of the main invasion force and hunting Nazi war criminals.


At the end of the war, the SAS Brigade was officially disbanded. Senior figures in Whitehall, never big fans of the concept of Special Forces units, believed that they had no place in the conflicts of the future.


They were wrong.


The unit was revived at the beginning of the 1950s to help take on the gangs of ruthless Communist guerrillas operating in the jungles of Malaya. It performed brilliantly, disrupting the enemy and patrolling in some of the harshest conditions imaginable.


Conventional military wisdom suggested that a soldier could last no longer than a week in the jungle. The SAS regularly sent out patrols that lasted for three months. Some guys survived even longer, spending well over a hundred days below the canopy. They tore the rulebook up and went toe-to-toe with the Communist terrorists, dominating the ground and putting them on the defensive.


But while the Regiment was out there doing the business, there were individuals in the War Office who viewed the unit with hostility. Some saw the SAS as a bunch of rogue operators, a law unto themselves with little regard for the traditional chain of command. Jealousy also, probably, played a part: some didn’t like the fact that these scruffy, bearded individuals were going out and getting to grips with the enemy, using unorthodox military tactics that had little in common with the conventional approach of the regular ‘green’ army.


Many of the tactics the SAS first devised in the jungle have stood the test of time and are still used today. But it was only by proving themselves in the campaign in Malaya, and later in Oman, that the unit was finally assured of its future. Up until that point, there were no guarantees about the long-term survival of the Regiment.


Today, it’s no exaggeration to say that the British Army could not function without the fighting skills of 22 SAS and its support elements.


Whenever it has been called upon, time and again the Regiment has shown that it has the capability to deploy and dominate in any type of environment. Whether it’s a long-range patrol in the desert, a counter-insurgency operation or a hostage rescue, the SAS has got what it takes to get the job done. And that flexibility makes it a priceless asset in today’s world of hybrid warfare and international terrorism.


What makes the Regiment the success story it is today? There are many reasons, but I would argue that it comes down to two key factors.


One is the standard of training. SAS Selection is without a doubt the best and toughest Special Forces selection course in the world. I should know, because I was an instructor on Training Wing for several years. Selection lasts for five months, and candidates are expected to prove themselves in a variety of punishing environments, from the hills of the Brecon Beacons to the sweltering jungle. Quite simply, there is no other military course that demands as much from a soldier – mentally as well as physically.


The other reason is the unique quality of the British soldier.


The average soldier in this country is resourceful and highly motivated and doesn’t give up easily. Above all, he or she can more than handle themselves in a fight. In my experience, our soldiers are capable of dominating any other conventional military force. There is just something about the Brits that makes us formidable warriors.


The SAS has also been fortunate to have been kept almost continually busy since it was re-formed in the 1950s. In late 1958, towards the end of the Malaya campaign, one of the squadrons went straight out to the Middle East to help put down a revolt against the Sultan of Oman. Some of the guys involved had little or no previous experience of fighting in the desert and they had to learn everything from scratch: navigation skills, patrolling, and desert warfare. In January 1959 the second remaining Sabre Squadron arrived in Oman and the soldiers stormed the rebels’ mountain stronghold, the Jebel Akhdar, a position that no military force had conquered since the Persians back in the tenth century.


After a rare period of quiet the guys were back in the jungle a few years later, operating in Borneo during the Confrontation with Indonesia in the early 1960s. During this time the SAS’s resources were stretched to the limit, with the unit also taking part in a campaign in Aden. In one disastrous mission in the Radfan Mountains in 1964, two soldiers were killed after their patrol was compromised. The severed heads of the two dead men were later displayed on posts in a Yemeni town, a grisly reminder of what can happen when an operation goes badly wrong. The SAS also practised counter-insurgency warfare in an urban environment for the first time in Aden, going out undercover on the streets to look for targets.


In 1970 the guys were back in Oman, helping to combat a Communist-backed insurgency against the Sultan. On 19 July 1972, the Regiment fought one of its most heroic engagements, when a nine-man team (backed up by a force of Omani gendarmerie and Askari tribesmen) found itself under attack from a force of more than two hundred determined rebels. Despite the overwhelming odds, the soldiers managed to hold off the enemy until airstrikes and reinforcements could come in and drive the rebels back. Victory came at a cost: two brave SAS men, Talaiasi Labalaba and Tommy Tobin, lost their lives.


In 1976, a few months after the final defeat of the Omani rebels, the guys were sent into a European theatre for the first time since 1945 when they deployed to Northern Ireland. They had to adapt yet again, learning a set of new tactics and operating within strict rules of engagement in their war against the terrorists of the Provisional IRA. In 1980 they stormed the Iranian Embassy at the end of a six-day siege, a hostage-rescue op that was, tactically, a million miles away from anything they had done before.


Two years later they went back to a more traditional type of warfare in the Falklands, using Klepper canoes to run ashore and launch a night-time raid on an enemy airfield. The Regiment also suffered its largest single loss since the Second World War during the Falklands conflict, when a Sea King helicopter crashed into the ocean, killing twenty men. Despite this tragedy, the soldiers recovered to play an instrumental role in retaking the Islands.


In the late 1980s, during my time in the Regiment, we were ordered to go to Colombia and train up the Jungla commandos, the country’s counter-narcotics unit, teaching them the skills they needed to take on Pablo Escobar and the Cali cartel. That was the big deal at that time.


In 1991 we were off to the Middle East, targeting Scud missiles and military installations during the Gulf War. A lot has been written about what happened to our patrol, but what’s less talked about is that the guys in A and D Squadrons did an incredible amount of damage in the desert of western Iraq, directing airstrikes, blowing up communication towers and ripping up convoys. Their actions took the Iraqis by surprise: they couldn’t believe that British Special Forces teams were operating so far behind enemy lines. It got to the point where the high command had to order the squadrons to go static because there was simply nothing left for them to destroy.


A few years after we came back from Iraq, the Bosnian War kicked off, so some of the lads were sent out under the guise of UN inspectors, acting as the eyes and ears of the commanders. The Regiment helped to map out the disputed territories, negotiating with all three warring sides and assessing the morale and strength of their respective forces. By the same token, they were ideally placed to carry out a forward-observation role in the besieged Muslim enclaves, helping to bring in Coalition aircraft to bomb various Serbian positions and providing cover so that vital UN food convoys could get through.


In 2003, the Regiment went back to the desert to take part in the Iraq War. The years after the invasion saw a revolution in counter-insurgency warfare as the SAS took on a very different role from previous conflicts. Working in small strike teams as part of a joint US–UK task force, the guys were getting briefed on targets, going out to lift them, gathering intelligence and sometimes doing multiple raids in a single evening. The workload was more demanding and intense than ever before, but it did the trick: the SAS played a key role in the eventual defeat of al-Qaeda in Iraq.


In the more recent conflict with ISIS, the Regiment evolved its approach yet again, taking on a more proactive role, going out in squadron-sized formations with the aim of hammering the enemy. This time, there was no interest in taking any prisoners or making hard arrests as they had been doing in Iraq, and later on in Afghanistan. Now they were just going in hard and blasting targets, wiping out the insurgents. Some of the missions the Regiment has pulled off in Iraq, Syria and elsewhere are gobsmacking. If the general public knew even half of what the soldiers have achieved, they would be deeply impressed.


This ability to constantly reinvent themselves is what it’s all about for the lads in the SAS:  adapting to whatever environment they’re fighting in, changing their tactics, experimenting with new techniques and skillsets. Doing whatever it takes to destroy the enemy.


Today the unit is in demand more than ever. In the fight against Isis, they have been going out on constant rotations in Iraq, Afghanistan and Syria, with barely time to catch their breath between operations. With their typical black humour, the guys refer to it as the ‘Circle of Death’.


Even as the nature of war changes, there will always be a role for the SAS, because no one else can do what they do. Other SF units might have superior equipment or support, but their operators don’t match up to the fighting capabilities of our lads. They have to go further and train harder than anyone else, and that makes them extremely resilient.


After I came back from the Gulf War, I remember going over to Fort Bragg in North Carolina to brief the Americans on my escape. Arriving at the airport, I was greeted by a US Army Ranger, who was there to drive me to the base. As I climbed into his car the Ranger turned to me, obviously having been briefed on the reason for my visit.


‘So are you talking about your escape?’ he asked.


‘Yeah,’ I said.


The guy nodded. ‘How long were you on the run for, buddy?’


‘Seven,’ I replied.


The Ranger said, ‘Oh, I did seventeen with my patrol.’


I spun round in my seat and stared at the Ranger in disbelief. ‘Seventeen days?’ I spluttered.


The Ranger started shaking his head. ‘No, I meant seventeen hours,’ he said. ‘Why, what the hell are you talking about?’


So I told him what I’d done in Iraq. After I’d finished speaking, he looked at me and frowned. ‘I don’t get it,’ he said. ‘Why didn’t anyone come to pick you up when you were on the run?’


‘Because we didn’t have any helicopters to spare at the time,’ I replied matter-of-factly. ‘How about yourself? Did you get picked up?’


The Ranger nodded. It turned out that from the moment their patrol made contact with the Iraqis, and during their subsequent escape, the Ranger and his mates had thirty-seven friendly aircraft circling in the air above. This guy could not get his head around the idea that we had only three Chinooks in the desert and the head shed wouldn’t send them for us immediately, so we had to make our own way back after our patrol was compromised. To him, it beggared belief that we were effectively abandoned. But that’s the situation. If there are no assets, then there are no assets. That’s it. That’s how the guys in the Regiment work.


Some Special Forces units become dangerously kit-reliant. Which is fine when you have access to the best kit, until you don’t. Then you suddenly realise that you’ve forgotten how to soldier. Whereas the guys in the SAS would simply shrug and go, ‘Okay, the situation isn’t great, but we’ll just get on with it.’


That’s the attitude of the lads in a nutshell. They’re very resourceful, driven and excellent at solving problems. Ever since their first deployment in the Malayan Emergency, the SAS has been reinventing the wheel in terms of military tactics. They’re still doing it to this day, pushing the envelope whenever they’re confronted by a dangerous new enemy, doing the unexpected.


At the heart of the SAS are the soldiers themselves – the ‘Blades’. More so than anyone, they are what make the unit what it is today.


History is made of generals’ accounts and war memoirs written by senior officers. But the unique nature of the Regiment demands a different approach. For that reason, this history focuses on SAS operations from the ground up. The careers of various COs and the administrative life of the Regiment have been told in other excellent military histories. The aim of this book is to tell the reader how it felt to be a soldier in the SAS, fighting in often testing circumstances against some of the most feared enemies in the world.


Although the wartime SAS and the modern Regiment share a common name and heritage, they are distinct entities. The ‘Originals’ primarily operated as raiders and shock troops in conventional theatres of war involving massive armed forces – the North African desert, the beaches of Italy, Nazi-occupied France. Whereas 22 SAS has developed into a much more diverse unit, often operating in places where it has been politically inconvenient to deploy regular forces. In terms of personnel and tactical principles, they have a shared DNA, but today’s SAS works to a much broader remit than its wartime predecessor.


Whether it’s training up foreign militias, running OPs on terrorist camps or snatching targets in the middle of the night in Baghdad, the guys have transformed their tactics to keep pace with their enemies. Today, the SAS is running very different operations from the type of raiding actions pioneered in the Second World War. As we have seen, this evolution can be traced right back to its origins in the jungle, when the unit was revived to deal with the threat of Communist terrorists in Malaya. That is where the modern story of the Regiment begins, and for that reason, I have chosen to focus on the current SAS in this book. The history of the wartime unit is another story – one told brilliantly in many other popular titles.


The story of 22 SAS is a great British success story. From its humble beginnings, the Regiment is now a highly professional, well-oiled machine – one that the British Army simply cannot do without. It has survived, above all, because of the soldiers who have served and died in its ranks, fighting in the furthest-flung corners of the world, in the face of seemingly impossible odds.


This is their story.










Chapter 1


The Malayan Emergency


Malaya, 1950–59


The birthplace of the modern SAS was the Malayan jungle. For nine years, the men of the reconstituted unit learned how to fight a new type of war, radically different from previous conflicts. Operating in deep jungle, they went out in small patrols for months at a time, hunting down bands of elusive Communist guerrillas. Many of the Regiment’s current tactics can be traced back to those early days in Malaya, when a cadre of hard, committed men rewrote the rulebook on how to soldier. They formed the bedrock of the SAS as an elite fighting unit.


The history of the Malaya campaign dates back to the Second World War, when Singapore and Malaya fell to the Japanese. In response, Britain sent over commandos and supplied equipment and weapons to the various guerrilla movements to fight against the occupiers. Among the most effective of these groups was the Malayan People’s Anti-Japanese Army (MPAJA), the de facto military wing of the Malayan Communist Party.


The MPAJA drew most of its support from the ethnic Chinese minority, which made up almost forty per cent of the population. Half a million of them lived in shanty towns on the fringes of the jungle, providing the guerrillas with food, recruits and intelligence, allowing them to wage a series of deadly offensives. With the defeat of the Japanese in 1945, the Communists were fêted as heroes, but it wasn’t long before trouble started brewing.


At the end of the war, the Malayan economy was in tatters. Unemployment was high, there was crippling inflation and food was increasingly scarce. After Mao’s revolution in China, the Communists sensed an opportunity to exploit this discontent, wresting control of Malaya and its lucrative tin and rubber exports. The Malayan National Liberation Army (MNLA), the successor to the wartime Communist guerrilla force, returned to the jungle and unearthed the thousands of weapons they had greased and cached at the end of the war.


Supported by thousands of Chinese non-combatants, known as the Min Yuen, in April 1948 they began a murderous offensive, burning villages to the ground, attacking police stations and carrying out gruesome public executions. Communist gangs emerged from the forest and captured supervisors and foremen working at the plantations, shooting them dead in front of the rest of the terrified workforce before fleeing back into the forest. Such brutal tactics were designed to intimidate the local population, letting them know what would happen to anyone who dared to work with the Brits.


The crisis came to a head on the morning of 16 June 1948, when a gang of Communist Terrorists (CTs) raided a rubber plantation near Sungai Siput and killed the British manager, A.E. Walker. Later that same morning, the manager of another nearby plantation and his assistant were tied up and executed by a gang of up to a dozen Chinese guerrillas. The murders of the three Europeans shocked the authorities. Up to that point, the guerrillas had restricted their attacks to local non-Communists, but now the British could no longer ignore the situation and declared an emergency.


Whitehall officials deliberately avoided calling it a war for insurance purposes. The underwriters in London, who covered the country’s tin and rubber manufacturers, would not have been liable for any losses that occurred as a result of war. To get around this problem, the government always referred to the conflict as the Malayan Emergency. But it was a war all the same.


Early attempts to tackle the CTs were largely unsuccessful. About eighty per cent of the Malay peninsula is dense primary jungle, giving the enemy the ideal place to base itself and launch attacks. From the safety of their camps the Communists carried out ambushes on roadsides, railway lines and plantations, retreating back under the canopy before the Malay police or infantry could close with them. Led by Chin Peng, a Communist fighter who had fought alongside the British during the war, the CT gangs terrorised the domestic population, murdering hundreds of civilians, police and soldiers. In 1950, more than a thousand civilians were killed or injured during this campaign of terror.


By now it was abundantly clear that the security situation was rapidly deteriorating. Clearly, something needed to be done to restore order.


In response the military chiefs came up with a plan to seize the initiative from the CTs and put them on the back foot. Brigadier ‘Mad’ Mike Calvert, a former CO of the wartime SAS Brigade who had fought with the Chindits in Burma, was instructed to make a report on the situation. He spent six months travelling around Malaya and made a number of recommendations on how to deal with the insurgency. His findings became the basis of a plan to defeat the Communists by cutting them off from their food supply.


The CTs relied heavily on the hundreds of thousands of Chinese squatters living on the jungle edge for their supplies. By resettling these villagers, the authorities could deprive the guerrillas of their support network, denying them much-needed food, recruits and intelligence and driving them deeper into the jungle. This programme of food denial and resettlement became known as the Briggs Plan, after the Director of Operations, Lieutenant-General Sir Harold Briggs. The second phase of the plan involved hunting down the enemy and forcing them out into the open, where the security forces could close with them. Around five thousand CTs were believed to be operating from their bases in the jungle. There could be no peace until they were captured or destroyed.


The second part of the plan required a specialist new unit to be raised, since the existing infantry lacked the training or skills to conduct long-range, deep-penetration patrols into the jungle. Two months later, Calvert was given permission to raise this unconventional new fighting force. 


At this time the SAS existed only as a Territorial Army unit. The SAS Brigade had been disbanded at the end of the Second World War, stabbed in the back by cost-cutting Whitehall officials, who were sceptical of its function as a peacetime unit and saw no role for Special Forces in the emerging conflict with the Soviet Union. By October 1945, the Belgian and French regiments had returned to their national militaries and the brigade had been fully dissolved.


That might well have been that, but fortunately several far-sighted officers came to the forefront in the years immediately after the war. Among them were Calvert and Brian Franks, the former CO of 2 SAS. Perhaps inspired by the principles and heroics of the ‘Originals’ such as David Stirling and Paddy Mayne, they fought to keep the idea of the SAS alive in one form or another. When the opportunity arose to form a specialist unit for the Malaya campaign, Calvert was determined to give it a name that forged a link between the new force and the exploits of the wartime brigade.


It was against this background that the Malayan Scouts (SAS) was established in 1950 – the unit that would later become 22 SAS.


Calvert scoured the Far East for potential recruits. A hundred volunteers initially came forward to bring the new force up to strength, drawn from other green army units. Some of these men were hardened veterans of the Burma campaign; others had been part of the clandestine Special Operations Executive (SOE) during the Second World War. From these recruits, A Squadron was formed, along with a HQ element. There was no Selection process for the first intake of SAS soldiers. Leaflets were sent out to every unit in the British Army asking for recruits; successful applicants were sent out to the base camp at Kota Tinggi, near Johore, to undertake a jungle training course, doing runs and learning the basics of jungle survival.


A month later they were joined by B Squadron, comprising reservists from the TA unit, known as 21 SAS (Artists Rifles). Soon after that, C Squadron was drawn up from a selection of volunteers from the Rhodesian armed forces. They were later joined by D Squadron, made up of recruits from regular units back in the UK.


Each Sabre Squadron had a fighting strength of around forty guys, plus support elements and attached personnel. Squadrons were divided into four Troops, with each Troop containing between six and twelve soldiers. At that embryonic stage of the Regiment, the Troops did not have the separate identities they have today, distinguished by specialist insertion methods such as Air Troop or Boat Troop, and the individual skills of each soldier on patrol were not yet set in stone.


This diversity of backgrounds, with recruits being drawn from different units and countries, is something that later became hard-wired into the ethos of the Regiment. When you have got a mixture of guys thrown together from a bunch of different army units, they’re going to bring contrasting ideas about how to solve problems. That way you avoid military groupthink.


Soldiers from an infantry unit, even a highly trained one, will generally propose the same solution to an obstacle, because they’ve all come through the same system. Whereas in the SAS, because volunteers can apply from any British Army unit, you’ll have one guy who served in the Royal Engineers, and another who has come across from the Pathfinder Platoon, and they’ll each have very different ways of thinking.


It is like thoroughbred dogs. A pure breed dog will inevitably have a mountain of health problems throughout their lifetime. Get a mongrel, however, and you’ll probably never see the vet’s door. That’s exactly what the SAS should aspire to be – mongrel squadrons, a mixture of guys from across the board who have come through differing systems and have contrasting mentalities.


Some of the early pioneers in A Squadron gained a reputation as troublemakers, fighting and drinking heavily and lacking in professional discipline. There were lurid stories of guys coming out of the jungle and raising hell, going out and getting wrecked in the bars of Kuala Lumpur.


It’s undoubtedly true that there were a few wild characters in the first intake. The recruits didn’t have to pass any rigorous Selection process, and some of the officers in the regular army may have seen the formation of the Malayan Scouts as an opportunity to get rid of any bad apples in their own ranks. But in Calvert’s defence, he was a man in a hurry, having to raise an elite force from scratch – much like David Stirling had done in the North African desert. There was no time to assess properly each and every volunteer.


There are no stories of any problems with the men while they were out on operations. The trouble seems to have only begun when they emerged from the jungle at the end of a three-month tour, having worked up a serious thirst. After several weeks in almost total isolation, living in a highly stressful environment, some of the soldiers couldn’t resist the temptations of the outside world and allowed themselves to get carried away. The rest of the squadron ended up getting a bad rap as a result.


Either way, the misfits didn’t last long in Malaya. Those men who couldn’t handle the demands and stress of long-range jungle operations were soon weeded out of A Squadron. The remainder proved to be highly skilled operators, and many went on to enjoy stellar careers with the Regiment.


The initial intake had to teach themselves everything. Before they went out, the soldiers undertook a brief training programme at their base camp at Kota Tinggi. Soldiers were taught the principles of moving through the forest without alerting the enemy, moving stealthily and noiselessly. The men practised these skills when they hunted one another in the jungle, armed with air rifles. At other times Calvert had them train using live rounds and hand grenades. They also learned how to set booby traps and how to track the enemy through the jungle by reading signs. Other than that, they would have to learn on the job, literally making it up as they went along.


The first patrols were undertaken in August 1950. Few contacts were made during those early operations, but they were vital in terms of getting to grips with the jungle itself.


We have a saying in the Regiment: ‘If you can soldier in the jungle, you can soldier anywhere in the world.’ There’s a common misconception that learning to operate in the jungle is all about tactics. That is wrong. Living in the jungle is very physically and mentally demanding. Anyone who survives in it must be made of strong stuff.


There are three kinds of jungle: primary, secondary and bamboo. Malaya has all three types. Primary means any area of forest that hasn’t been logged or otherwise disturbed by humans. In primary jungle the canopy can be anything up to two or three hundred feet high, and the ground beneath it is relatively clear. It’s airy and pleasant and in places it can almost feel as though you’re walking through an English forest.


Secondary or ‘dirty’ jungle is where the primary has been cut down at some point and the undergrowth has been opened up to the sunlight, allowing it to flourish. It can be very dark and damp in there, and it’s much harder to move through secondary jungle because of the heavily tangled undergrowth. You also get a lot of bugs, ticks and mosquitoes, especially near to the river-beds.


Bamboo jungle is the worst kind. It’s awful stuff, solid as a wall and almost impossible to move through, because of the way it grows in massive clumps. I once spent a day on a training patrol in Malaysia, navigating through a patch of bamboo. We tried to push our way through, but it kept getting thicker and thicker. It ended up with each of us having to take off our Bergen rucksack, passing it to the next guy in line before picking our way through the growth. The next guy in line would slide the first man’s Bergen through ahead of him and then follow the same route. Over the course of that day, we ended up covering about two hundred metres. It’s a nightmare.


Whatever kind of jungle a soldier finds himself in, everything quickly begins falling to pieces: your kit, your clothes, your belt, your boots. It’s as if the jungle wants to fight you. Every living thing seemingly wants to bite you, attach itself to you or bury itself in you. But there’s no point in fighting back. You have to accept the jungle for what it is and deal with it. That’s the only way to survive.


The early SAS patrols faced a bewildering number of challenges. The average temperature in present-day Malaysia is in excess of 82 degrees Fahrenheit, or 28 degrees Celsius. Under the trees it can feel hotter than that, because of the humidity and the lack of a breeze on the jungle floor. It is extremely difficult to move in that kind of heat: the guys were sweating constantly, even at night when lying down in their hammocks, and if they weren’t careful, they could come down with heat exhaustion.


Much of the terrain is broken and hilly, so they were either going uphill or downhill, or ploughing through swamps. The men lost a tremendous amount of weight on patrol. It rains nearly all the time, especially during the wet season, so they had to get used to the fact that they were living in soaking wet clothes and moving on slippery ground covered in leaf mould. After a while some of the guys developed sores from the straps on their heavy rucksacks, which could get infected unless properly treated. Many others came down with fevers or diseases. Apart from the radio carried by the signaller, they were isolated from the outside world, far from the comforts of civilisation. And then, of course, there’s the vegetation.


‘Wait-a-while’ creepers are a constant menace in the jungle. These are covered in sharp barbs that snag on your skin or clothes as you’re passing through. When some soldiers get caught on a wait-a-while, they’ll thrash about wildly, but that will only cause the thorns to snap off, giving you an infection. The trick is to be slow and deliberate, carefully unhooking the thorns before working your way round the obstacle.


Even worse is the bastard tree, so-called because of the vicious six-inch spikes protruding from the bark. One of the first rules of the jungle is that if you’re on patrol and you slip, you never reach out to grab anything. The reason for this is that you’re likely to impale yourself on a bastard tree.


I learned this the hard way during SAS Selection. I was getting ready to jump over a gully, so I reached out and planted my hand against a nearby tree to support myself. An agonising pain instantly flared up in my hand, and when I looked across, I saw a long spike jutting out of my palm. It had gone right through.


I was able to plough on, but the wound later turned septic. If that had happened in the middle of an operation, I would have been in serious trouble.


Insects and animals were another problem facing the SAS in Malaya. Leeches were impossible to avoid. They’d crawl along the ground or fall from the canopy above, attaching themselves to the soldiers’ arms, legs, necks and armpits – even their privates. Sometimes at the end of a day’s patrol a soldier would change out of his kit and find his legs covered in leeches.


Some of the guys burned them with cigarettes or flicked them off. Others left them alone, waiting for the leeches to drop off once they’d had their blood meal. Salt was used to remove them, and mozzie repellent was also effective: a quick squirt and the leeches would fall to the ground. The thing never to do was to pull them off, because you’d leave parts of their mouths in your skin, which could get infected.


Much more painful were the tiger leeches, also known as the painted leech. They caused a sharp stinging sensation when they bit into your skin. You’d soon know about it when a tiger leech attached itself to you.


There were other nasties to look out for in Malaya. Scorpions would find ways of crawling inside unattended rucksacks or soldiers’ boots at night, even finding their way up shirt sleeves. The guys quickly learned to watch where they put their hands and took extra care to secure their kit at the end of each day. They also had to look out for bamboo snakes, a venomous pit viper native to the region.


Mosquitoes were everywhere in Malaya, along with sandflies. The latter are nasty little creatures that suck your blood, leaving itchy red bumps on the skin. The only way to stop sandflies from biting you is to lather yourself in mozzie repellent. In later jungle campaigns, the men learned to keep their OG (Olive Greens) shirts buttoned up to the neck, and they rolled their sleeves down, in spite of the stifling heat and humidity. When your sleeves are rolled up to your elbows, all you’re doing is exposing more skin for the hordes of bugs and ticks to feast on.


Malaria was a constant threat to the soldiers. So was leptospirosis. ‘Lepto’ is transmitted through rat urine, although monkeys and dogs can also spread it. You can catch it by drinking water that has been contaminated with rat urine, or through contact with an exposed wound. A person suffering from severe leptospirosis will quickly come down with a high fever, muscle pains and crippling headaches, and will start urinating blood. In the worst cases it can lead to kidney failure, lung disease and even death. Any soldier coming down with lepto needs urgent medical treatment.


In the tribal villages there was also the risk of contracting scrub typhus, also known as bush typhus. This is commonly found near areas of human waste, such as the communal toilets used by the villagers. These places attract bugs carrying all sorts of nasty diseases. If you get bitten, you’ll come down with a fever, aches and rashes. It gets to the point where you can’t soldier, because you’re so ill.


To combat the threat of infection, the guys were given a daily dose of Paludrine anti-malarial pills. Consumption of Paludrine is part and parcel of life as an SAS operator. Whether you’re deployed in the African savanna or the jungles of East Asia or South America, you’re popping these pills. In fact, the all-ranks bar at Hereford was named the Paludrine Club as a result – and it’s still called that to this day.


Because it made you drowsy, the old type of Paludrine doubled up as an effective sleeping pill. In fact, I used to pop a couple at last light in the jungle to guarantee myself a good night’s kip. Later on, somebody changed the formula and they stopped making you sleepy. The tablets are still good for preventing you from itching, though – helpful when you’re covered in bites.


The guys in Malaya also took salt pills, to replace what they had lost through sweat. Soldiers who came down with heat exhaustion were given Oxo cubes washed down with water for the same reason.


The SAS also had to watch for man-made traps such as punji pits. These involved digging a massive hole in the ground and driving sharpened bamboo stakes into the bottom of it. Then the enemy would cover the pit over with sticks and sprinkle leaves on top. Any soldier who walked across would plunge into the pit, impaling his foot on the pointed stakes. The CTs were in the habit of smearing the tips with human excrement, so the wounded soldier would quickly develop an infection.


A common tactic was to leave something obvious near the site of the pit, such as a discarded water bottle. The bottle would catch the eye of the passing soldier, who would automatically assume that it had been left behind by the enemy and move towards it to investigate – neglecting to examine the ground around the bottle and drawing his attention away from the trap in front of him. The soldier wouldn’t see the pit until it was too late.


The Viet Cong used punji pits to great effect in the Vietnam War. They were so effective that the Americans started inserting stainless-steel plates in the soles of standard-issue jungle boots, to stop the stakes from puncturing the soldier’s foot.


Pig traps were another CT favourite. This involved binding four sharpened bamboo stakes to the length of a long bendy branch, preferably also cut from bamboo. The branch was pulled back into an arc and attached to a trigger device, usually two pegs held together under pressure, connected to a thin metal wire running across a track.


To disguise the trap, whoever was setting the ambush would look to see where the sun shone through the canopy, making sure that the wire was set up in a shaded area so it wouldn’t catch the light. Leaves would also be scattered around the site of the trap. When the soldier’s boot brushed against the wire it released the wooden peg and the branch came swinging towards the victim’s legs, doing all kinds of damage. Even if the spikes missed the target, the strength of the bamboo and the speed at which it was moving could still shatter bones.


The pig trap wasn’t designed to kill. Its main purpose was to maim a soldier, slowing the patrol down and causing panic among the others. A soldier blundering into a trap needed immediate medical treatment. It also made the rest of the team much more cautious going forward. If the CTs were really cunning, they would set more traps to the left and right of the first one, knowing that the soldiers’ first instinct would be to abandon their current route and head on a new bearing instead. That way the guerrillas might wound two or three guys instead of one.


The aboriginal tribes used crude traps such as these to catch wild pigs, but the Communists found them highly effective at targeting soldiers, too. In the early days there was no immediate hope of getting casevaced, as helicopters had yet to be deployed. For the wounded SAS man, it was a long and agonising journey out of the jungle.


The Communists were not the only ones laying booby traps. SAS patrols used to set them as well, rigging up explosives around enemy camp sites. Once a target location had been established, the patrol would send a signal over the radio set, requesting an engineer to be sent forward from base camp. The traps were set, and the guys retreated and waited for the enemy to arrive.


If nobody showed up, the engineers had to be brought back in again to dismantle the booby traps, sometimes months after the explosives had originally been rigged. This was very dangerous work. The demolitionist had to have an excellent memory on him, taking notes on exactly where each trap was placed. Otherwise he could very easily get blown to pieces.










Chapter 2


On SAS Patrol


On 6 October 1951, the British High Commissioner, Sir Henry Gurney, was on his way to Fraser’s Hill, a highland resort in the mountainous area north of Kuala Lumpur, when the convoy he was travelling in suddenly came under attack. Dozens of guerrillas poured down fire from the surrounding slopes, hammering the armoured scout vehicle and the commissioner’s black Rolls-Royce. In the first few moments of the ambush several police officers were injured, and the commissioner’s chauffeur was killed. Gurney himself was shot dead as he stepped out of the car to draw fire away from his wife, who was still trapped in the Rolls-Royce along with the other passengers. Several minutes later, the road fell silent as the guerrillas melted away into the jungle and made their escape.


The attack stunned the British establishment, demonstrating that the Communist bandits were still a force to be reckoned with. But they were also suffering their first setbacks of the campaign as the SAS made real progress against the CTs. By early 1952, the lads were beginning to forge a reputation as an elite unit when it came to long-range jungle warfare. Tactics were honed as the patrols spent more and more time living in the jungle, getting to grips with both the environment and their Communist foe.


The SAS deployed into the jungle in full squadron-sized formations of approximately forty men before breaking down into their individual Troops to clear their designated areas. Soldiers would normally patrol in four-man teams, although they would sometimes go out in smaller formations or in full Troop strength of up to a dozen guys, depending on the nature of their mission and the terrain they were operating in. Each patrol had a dedicated commander and a signaller, as well as someone who could speak the local language, laying the foundations for the classic four-man patrol that would become the bedrock of SAS operations in the decades to follow.


At the same time the guys were constantly experimenting with different ideas for insertion and resupply. They trialled the use of mule trains to deliver supplies to patrols into the jungle and came up with new lightweight ration packs designed to allow a soldier to survive for up to fourteen days between each resupply. They even invented a new method of insertion into areas of operation, an approach unique to the Regiment called tree-jumping.


The idea behind tree-jumping was to deploy the guys close to the CT camps, cutting the guerrillas off before they could retreat deeper into the jungle. This was in the days before abseiling from helis became a standard method of insertion, so the soldiers came up with the next best thing: jumping out of the side of an RAF transport aircraft and steering towards the treetops, in the hope of ensnaring their chute on a sturdy branch.


Each parachutist wore a ‘bikini’ seating harness with a steel ring fixed to the front of it. The trick was to aim for a large tree, getting your chute snagged on a branch. Then you’d take a two-hundred-foot length of webbing line, pass it through the D rings on the front of the bikini harness and tie one end of the webbing to a secure branch. The other end of the line was fastened to the Bergen. Once that was secure, you’d slowly lower the rucksack to the ground, before descending the line to safety.


In theory the system worked. In practice it was extremely dangerous. Steering the chute was practically impossible, and where the guys landed was more down to luck than skill. If the chute worked its way loose from a weakened branch, that soldier was going to fall and hit the ground hard, breaking an ankle or his back, or worse. If they were really unlucky, they’d land in a patch of bamboo and get cut to pieces. The radio set would sometimes get damaged during the descent, which meant that the patrol couldn’t send for medical assistance over the comms to treat the injured soldiers. When help did finally arrive, it was sometimes too late to save them.


Three SAS men lost their lives tree-jumping. By the end of the Malaya campaign the practice had been discontinued. It was incredibly dangerous, but it shows how committed these guys were to the job, that they were willing to risk using this method of insertion.


The first SAS recruits were free to carry a variety of weapons. Anything they could get their hands on at the armoury was considered fair game. As a result, there was a fair amount of experimentation at the start as soldiers tried out different weapons to see which best suited the jungle conditions. Many soldiers favoured the American M1 carbine; others opted for the Australian-manufactured Owen submachine gun (SMG), shotguns, light machine guns or even two- and three-inch mortars. Many of the heavier weapons were ditched as the men got to grips with the demands of soldiering in the forest, and by the mid-1950s patrols had settled on a standard weapon system.


On patrol, lead scouts carried the Remington twelve-gauge pump-action shotgun. The reason for this was simple. They needed a weapon that would give a good spread in the event of a sudden contact, allowing them to squeeze off a round that would put the enemy down and give the rest of the patrol a chance to react. The Remington, at the time, was deemed the best weapon to have for that kind of contact. The barrel was sometimes sawn down several inches, giving the operator an even wider arc of fire. On a longer barrel, the ball bearings would shoot out in a spread of about five inches. With the barrel cut right down, the spread would cut down anything in a ninety-degree arc.


After a few years, the Remington was put to one side and the scouts migrated to the SLR (Self-Loading Rifle), the UK version of the FN FAL battle rifle.


There were several benefits to the SLR. It was chambered for the 7.62x51mm NATO round, which has a lot of stopping power and won’t get deflected off the undergrowth. The downside is that the SLR is a big hunk of metal, heavy and long, which impedes the movement of the operator. The ammunition, when carried in bulk, is very heavy, and if you’re taking a couple of hundred rounds it can really make a difference to the overall weight you’ve got to carry. SLRs also had a tendency to rust up quite easily in the jungle. Soldiers had to stay on top of their weapon maintenance all the time, more so than any other weapon, frequently field-stripping it to keep it clean.


In the 1960s the SAS would move on to the M16 rifle, a much lighter weapon, shorter and more dependable in the jungle, with a thirty-round magazine capacity. It was also fully automatic, which meant that if the lead scout ran into a contact, he could put a long burst down in the direction of the enemy and then bug out. Accuracy isn’t a priority in that kind of engagement – it comes down to instinctive firing, aimed in the general direction of the target. The enemy would naturally go to the ground, giving the lead scout a valuable second or two to bug back, while the rest of the guys in the patrol put down a series of aimed shots at the enemy targets in front of them.


The only issue with the M16 is that it takes a smaller 5.56mm round, which fires at a higher velocity and is more susceptible to being deflected when it hits vegetation. But the lighter ammunition had an advantage, in that you could carry more rounds without being weighed down – vital when going out on long-range patrols. The M16 also had a reputation for being more reliable in the jungle than the SLR.


Other kit the guys carried in Malaya included water bottles, morphine phials and compasses. Their ration packs were designed to last two weeks and consisted of hard tack biscuits, corned beef, rice and soup, as well as tea, condensed milk, Oxo cubes, chocolate, matches and Hexamine blocks, solid-fuel tablets used to cook food.


In the later years of the campaign, the Regiment developed a ration pack that lasted even longer, allowing a soldier to survive for twenty-eight days without resupply. Eating curry every day for a month quickly gets boring, so some of the lads traded their tinned goods for the pungent dried fish carried by the aborigines, which was considered a local delicacy. The men also took to carrying an onion or garlic in their Bergens to add some flavour to their meals.


Garlic had several uses in the jungle. Several guys used it as a natural stimulant by chewing on it during patrol, keeping them alert. It was also considered an effective natural mosquito repellent. There was a theory at the time that the scent would get into your bloodstream and seep out of your pores, preventing the mozzies from nipping at you. Of course, this had to be balanced against the risk of the smell of the garlic carrying through the air, potentially giving away their location to the enemy.


Soldiers also carried a heavy knife called a parang, a smaller version of a machete. Using parangs in the jungle could be a dangerous business. Soldiers had to learn the difference between softwood and hardwood trees when cutting wood. If they tried chopping through a hardwood tree, the parang would simply bounce off the surface. Using a parang in that situation is about as effective as hacking through a metal girder – and even experienced SAS veterans can sometimes forget this.


I once watched a Training Wing instructor demonstrating to students on Selection the proper way to use a parang. This guy proceeded to swing his blade against a hardwood tree without realising it. The blade promptly ricocheted off the trunk and struck him, opening up a huge gash on his leg. The next thing the instructor knew, his trouser leg was soaked with blood. That blade gave him a hell of a cut.


In 1952 the unit was renamed 22 SAS Regiment. For the next three years, the lads dramatically stepped up their operations in Malaya. At the same time, hundreds of thousands of Chinese and Malay were resettled in new villages surrounded by barbed wire, as part of the overall strategy of denying food, manpower and other goods to the Communists. SAS teams also helped to construct forts in fringe areas of the jungle and then handed them over to the Malayan police and infantry, enabling the security forces to protect the aborigines from the CTs. Responsibility for the protection of the squatters’ villages was later delegated to the Home Guard, a locally raised force of Chinese and Malay auxiliaries, numbering over a hundred thousand men.


These new villages were a big improvement on the ramshackle settlements these people had been living in before, providing them with electricity, clean water and schools, as well as fertile land to grow their crops. Many of the squatters who moved to the new villages ended up staying put, even after the areas around their original homes had been cleared of guerrillas.


Cut off from one of their most dependable sources of food and intelligence, the CTs retreated deeper into the jungle. The Regiment pursued them, using their experience and knowledge of the terrain to hunt them down.


A typical patrol would insert by parachute, or on the ground at a road-head; later on, helicopters were used as well. Teams also inserted by train. The soldiers would ride open-topped wagons from Kuala Lumpur station to the countryside, then debus from the train at a certain point on the tracks and slip stealthily into the treeline, waiting until dawn before moving on.


The Regiment was tasked with patrolling areas of ‘black’ jungle. These were sections of the forest that had not yet been cleared by the security forces. ‘White’ jungle had been cleared of CTs and was considered safe. In Malaya, the SAS always operated in ‘black’ jungle. Patrols were accompanied by aborigine porters, local tribespeople who came from the villages. They were in charge of carrying the spare batteries for the radio set and did various chores around the camp, such as cleaning out mess tins. Once inside the jungle, the soldiers’ first task was to establish a forward mounting base. This would typically be in friendly territory, somewhere safe from enemy ambush, where the guys could receive resupply by air between patrols.


Arriving at the base camp, each soldier selected a site to basha up. ‘Basha’ is a Malayan word describing a type of hut with a thatched roof. In the Regiment, it means anywhere a guy is going to sleep. The men constructed raised shelters, using their parangs to cut down softwood trees and fixing a pair of logs between two large A-frames. The logs were then threaded through a stretcher, a long piece of material that served as the soldier’s bed. A poncho sheet was then mounted above the stretcher and tied to the trees with para cord to act as a roof, protecting the soldier from rain.


The men learned not to leave anything on the jungle floor at night. Soldiers would plant sticks on the ground next to their shelters before last light and hang their boots from the top. Not only did this help to dry their boots out, but it stopped all kinds of nasties such as scorpions from crawling into them.


While out on patrol from the base camp, the men would basha up on hammocks tied between two stout trees, with a poncho above it. Sleeping on the ground was avoided, because the soldier would leave too much sign and he’d wake up covered in bite marks and sores. When constructing a hammock, strips of hessian were wrapped around the trees before tying the para cord over it, to stop the cord from leaving tell-tale marks.


Weapons had to be cleaned every night to stop them from rusting. Rifles were stripped down, wiped down with linseed oil and dried off. The men kept their weapons next to their bashas while they slept, never leaving them further than an arm’s reach away. That rule still applies today: any student who leaves his rifle and wanders off during the jungle phase automatically fails Selection.


To dry their clothes, the men used to take off their OG shirts and trousers and hang them up on a washing line after they returned from a patrol. The jungle was still warm late in the evening and by the time the men had sorted out their A-frames and basha’d up for the night, their kit had dried out. Their clothes would then go back on before the men hunkered down for the evening.


Despite these privations, there were advantages to living in the jungle. For a start, the men were guaranteed a solid eight hours’ sleep. In Malaya the chorus starts at dusk, when the wildlife goes berserk until it gets dark. Then it is pitch black and more or less silent, apart from the odd creature making a noise.


The soldiers were also generally safe at night. There was no movement after last light in the jungle, since it was too dark beneath the canopy and impossible to navigate. Anyone trying to slog through the forest at night would either walk straight into something and cut themselves or get bitten and come down with a serious infection. This worked both ways, however, and the CTs avoided night-time movement for the same reason.


An hour before first light, the wildlife chorus starts up again as all the animals and insects high up in the canopy burst into an ear-splitting cacophony. It’s beautiful in its own way, but very noisy and impossible to sleep through.


The soldiers at base camp would wake up with the pre-dawn chorus. Each man did his ‘stand-to’ before first light, getting up in total darkness, putting his kit on and waiting for daybreak with his Bergen packed and his rifle ready at his side. Stand-to is always done before first and last light, because those are the most likely times for a patrol to get bumped by the enemy. Dawn would come up and once it was considered safe, the guys would get a brew on. Then they had a briefing, known as ‘morning prayers’, before going out on patrol.


A standard light order patrol could last anything from a couple of days to three weeks. The size of the team depended on the type and length of operation the guys were undertaking. For long patrols, with the aim of confronting the enemy, they might go out in larger formations, since they’d need the numbers to carry all the food and kit. For shorter observation-type ops, a patrol might comprise only three or four guys.


They were sometimes accompanied by a Chinese liaison officer or an SEP (Surrendered Enemy Personnel). The latter were former CTs who had either been captured and flipped by the security services, or who had voluntarily given themselves up. Many of these individuals came forward in response to the government’s rewards-for-surrender programme, which offered cash sums to guerrillas who wished to come over to the other side, or gave information leading to the capture of their fellow terrorists. It was the job of the ex-CTs to guide the SAS to their former comrades’ camp sites in the hopes of ambushing the enemy.


Patrols were resupplied by air at their base camp at regular intervals: once every fourteen or twenty-eight days, depending on their ration packs. Setting up a DZ (drop zone) involved identifying a suitable location, usually on a ridgeline, before cutting down the trees with their parangs. If the team was operating close to the enemy, they might decide to use a natural DZ instead, such as an open field or a bend in the river. This avoided creating unnecessary noise and potentially giving away the soldiers’ presence to any CT gangs lurking in the area.


Explosives were sometimes used to clear DZs in friendly areas. The size of the DZ depended on the type of aircraft coming in. When the SAS later had access to a few Sycamore helicopters in Malaya, the clearing had to be extra-large to accommodate its distinctive long tail boom. When no natural clearing was available, the resupply was simply dropped through the canopy, with the location of the DZ marked with a balloon tethered to a long cord. The balloon was inflated by mixing a chemical powder with water to produce hot gas. The chemical was highly toxic and had to be handled with care; the same substance could also be used to catch fish by pouring it into a river or stream, instantly killing the oxygen in the water.


Resupplies could go wrong. Sometimes the chute would snag on the branches and hang two or three hundred feet above the jungle floor. On these occasions the patrols retrieved the package by firing a signal flare at the chute, causing it to burst into flames – a typical example of the Regiment’s ability to improvise. If that didn’t work, one of the aborigines would step up. These guys were fantastically agile and could climb up almost any tree, unhooking the chute from the branches.


Along with new rations, the men received fresh sets of jungle boots, plus shirts and slacks to replace their rotting gear. Bread, eggs, fresh meat, fruit and vegetables were among the luxuries dropped with the packages. Steak sandwiches, called banjos, were a big favourite on resupply day. Mail from loved ones back home would come in, as well as reading material.


For the lads on the ground, resupply day was a huge morale booster. The fresh food was a welcome change from their dreary ration packs – and it was essential to their health, because the army-issue rations had a tendency to bung the guys up. Which is hardly ideal when they’re on a long-range patrol.


The day after resupply, the SAS would clear up their base camp and move on to another site, usually at a distance of at least ten thousand yards from their previous location. Nothing was left behind for the enemy to discover. Everything had to be binned, buried or burned. Then the team would establish a new base camp from which to carry out further patrols.


This went on for two or three months until the team returned to the main SAS camp. When patrols came out of the jungle, their comrades were often shocked at their appearance. The men were gaunt and dishevelled, thickly bearded and pale from the lack of sunlight. Their clothes were reduced to slimy pieces of cloth that reeked of ammonia. Nobody was smiling.


Soldiers had one or two weeks of leave, which was usually spent gorging themselves on steak, eggs and chips, and pints of Tiger beer. There was a brief period of retraining, which the SAS used to keep their knives sharp, updating their kit and working on their weapon skills down on the ranges. This was also an opportunity for new arrivals to be integrated into the patrol, finding out their strengths and weaknesses and making sure they understood what the patrol commander liked to do in the event of contact with the enemy. The last thing you needed to be doing was teaching the new tom the Troop drills in the middle of a firefight.


Then it was back to the jungle again for another three-month rotation.


 


The Regiment had it tough in Malaya. They were required to move stealthily through dense, unforgiving terrain that has few distinguishing features, carrying Bergens and kit that weighed anything up to 120lbs, engaged in a constant struggle for survival while searching for a cunning enemy. It was an incredibly stressful job that tested the soldiers to the very limits of their ability.


Jungle navigation is a skill in itself. In the forest, you are constantly surrounded by a thick green blanket. A soldier can be standing on a ridgeline, but he might not be able to see the next hill or river junction. In places you can’t see any further than twenty or thirty feet in front of you. It gets to the point where some guys start to feel as if the jungle is closing in on them.


The maps in Malaya were unreliable and of a poor standard. They were based on photographs taken by RAF aircraft flying overhead and as a result, smaller features such as streams were sometimes hidden below the tree canopy. In other places the terrain was obscured by cloud cover. These white patches were left blank on the map, which meant the lads often had to patrol blind. Most of the time the soldiers navigated by the contour lines and heights of certain features on the map.


In some places the ground was broken with steep hills and lots of ridgelines. In other areas there were swamps, where the depth could vary from a few inches to several feet, depending on the season. Mangrove swamps especially were a nightmare. They are dark and smelly, and in the wet season the soldiers would be submerged up to their waists in water, slowing the pace of the patrol down to a crawl.


This could be dangerous: if the soldiers ran into the enemy while wading through swampland, they couldn’t break contact very quickly or get very far away. Water seeped through the holes in the soldiers’ boots, breaking down the skin on their feet. Foliage could be so thick that it resembled a bowl of spaghetti. Mangrove trees are almost impossible to cut, so the only option was to crawl through the slight gaps between the branches. In fact, the only advantage to patrolling through swampland was knowing that the enemy was having to slog through the same horrible terrain. That, and the ready availability of water.


Once a patrol got bogged down in a swamp, the priority was to get out of there again and back on to dry land before the end of the day, so they could basha up. In the dry season, the team might find a patch of land nearby and tie up their hammocks between a pair of mangrove trees, but it is far from ideal and their best bet would be to clear that area as quickly as possible.


River crossings could be treacherous. A soldier could easily lose his footing on the muddy banks either side of the river or slip on the rocks scattered along the river-bed. After locating a fordable point in the river, the soldiers would throw a couple of sticks into the water to estimate the current. Then each man eased himself down to a sitting position and slid down the bank to the edge of the water.


If the current was gentle, they could simply walk across to the other side. For fast-flowing rivers, the soldier would wade across at an angle, letting the water take the weight of his rucksack, aiming for a point about two hundred metres downstream. Once he reached the opposite bank, he’d haul himself up using an overhanging branch or fallen log. The first man would then secure the far side of the river, covering the ground while the rest of the patrol made their way across.


Patrols never followed the course of a river. There’s a very good reason for this: rivers do not go in a straight line. They zig and zag, and if you try to follow one, you’ll end up walking five times further than if you had plotted a straight line on a map. River routes will also take you into areas where it’s boggy, damp and dangerous. Following one is never a good idea.


The lads stayed away from man-made tracks and roads. Even animal tracks were best avoided. If they had to cross a road, they would form up into a horizontal line in the trees and watch it carefully, looking for any sign of movement. Once they were satisfied that the coast was clear, they would cross simultaneously, rushing over to the far side of the track in a single group. Moving this way meant there was less chance of the team being spotted by a sentry. For patrols of six or eight men, two of the guys would form an advance party and scuttle across to recce the opposite side of the road. Then they would give the signal and the rest of the patrol would rush across in a single line.


The lead scout on patrol kept a round up the spout of his weapon at all times, ready to engage the enemy. His job wasn’t to navigate, but to watch for targets ahead of the patrol. If he encountered a contact, the scout would discharge two shots from his shotgun at the target in quick succession. The first shot stunned the target, making him pause for a split-second; the second shot put him down. Then the men would start pulling back.


Meeting the enemy head-on was rare, but not unheard of: one officer in D Squadron, Sergeant Major Bob Turnbull, bumped into an enemy lead scout while on a routine clearance patrol. Turnbull, one of the finest jungle soldiers the Regiment had ever produced, was part of a Troop who had been tasked with patrolling a designated ‘black’ area of jungle. Leaving the rest of the Troop behind in an all-round defence, Turnbull and two other soldiers moved forward to recce a track adjacent to the base camp.


As he scanned the track in the fading light, he spotted a glimpse of movement amid the trees. Realising he had spotted an enemy lead scout, Turnbull concealed himself behind a tree, with the two other guys a short distance to his rear.


Once the CT was close enough, Turnbull stepped out from behind cover and emptied two blasts from his trusty Remington at the CT before the latter could squeeze a round off. As the target lay squirming on the ground, Turnbull moved forward with the other soldiers, ready to drop the rest of the enemy patrol, but found no other targets to engage. The man Turnbull had killed later turned out to be a notorious senior Communist, Ah Tok. The authorities had been hunting him for years.










Chapter 3


Masters of the Jungle


On operations in Malaya, it was the job of the patrol commander and the rest of the team to direct the lead scout, watching for tracks and signs of CT presence. Aside from a signaller and a linguist, SAS patrols were accompanied by specialist Iban trackers: tribespeople brought in from northern Borneo who had a reputation for collecting human heads as trophies.


The Ibans were the true masters of the jungle. They had a unique talent for identifying footprints and spoor and passed on their secret knowledge to the Regiment. From the Ibans the SAS learned about vegetation, what to eat and what to avoid, how to distinguish different noises in the jungle, and what the various animals sounded like.


They also taught the SAS how to look for signs. These could be anything from a cigarette butt to an overturned leaf. When, for example, someone walks through the jungle their boots will inevitably disturb the undergrowth, flipping dead leaves over, crunching twigs and loose stones underfoot. The damp side of a leaf facing upwards was a sure sign that someone had recently passed through that area. Likewise, the lighter side of the leaves on a bush or plant pointing upwards indicated that a stranger had brushed against it.


Recent CT camp sites could be identified by ground disturbance. A fire would leave marks on nearby trees, while scorch marks on the jungle floor were evidence of someone making a brew using a burner block. Toilet pits were another sign of habitation. If the enemy took a dump somewhere and wiped their arse on a leaf, that would be a red flag. Clothing might get torn or shredded on a wait-a-while bush, leaving behind fragments for a sharp eye to detect.


In a muddy area the patrol looked for footprints. A good tracker could estimate the age of a depression based on the amount of moisture around it, and whether the sides had collapsed. Footprints filled with water indicated that whoever they belonged to had passed through before the most recent bout of rainfall. On the other hand, older footprints will harden and become less distinct as the muddied soil dries out.
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