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THE TARGET: ONE VILLAGE.


THE DEFENDERS: 26 ELITE BRITISH SOLDIERS.


THE ENEMY: 2000 DRUG- AND BLOOD-CRAZED REBELS.
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To the Findermen who have paid the ultimate price, we raise
a glass in your honour. To those of you who find yourselves once
again in harm’s way on active operations across the globe …
be safe and remember always,


‘Stay low and move fast’.











List of Illustrations


The Fan Dance. Pathfinder selection is a tough five-week trial, culminating in Endurance, a 64-kilometre forced march under extremely heavy loads over the notorious Pen-y-Fan, in the Brecon Beacons – terrain known to test many a man.


Pathfinders deploy deep behind enemy lines with the kind of specialist light weaponry – like sniper rifles – to take out strategic enemy targets.


Riding the tube. As one of the British military’s most experienced Tandem Masters, I got to jump with a massive canister of heavy equipment strapped to my person. Landing it was spine-crushing work.


Once you pull the chute, your world goes from the adrenaline-pumping rush of the freefall to one of comparative silence and stillness, as you drift under silk towards the landing zone below.


Bergen first. Just prior to landing, you let your Bergen drop on the extension rope, so it lands ahead of you, taking the impact of its own weight and saving your legs.


Touchdown. Gathering in the silk after a monster freefall to earth, in a HALO – high-altitude low-opening – jump.


HALO. Diving off a Hercules ramp into the howling void as a four-man patrol, in a HALO – high-altitude low-opening – parachute jump, with yours truly leading the stick.


In formation. Seconds later in the freefall on the same jump, myself in centre of photo. Note the M16s strapped to our left sides, in case the landing proves ‘hot’ – occupied by the enemy. You stick together close in the freefall, so that when you pull the chutes you can follow the lead jumper – me – into the drop zone.


Freefall. Same HALO jump as opposite, from above 25,000 feet, in full oxygen-breathing, parachute, survival and combat gear.


Solo. A different HALO jump, with yours truly flying high, with a General Purpose Machine Gun (GPMG) strapped to my left side, barrel downwards.


Desert rats. Pathfinders are tasked to go deep behind enemy lines in all kinds of terrain. On desert operations, shemaghs – traditional Arab headscarves – are vital for keeping sun and sand out of mouth, nose and hair. They’re also great for anonymity. I’m in the vehicle commander’s seat, so left of driver.


Sandy wanderers. Pathfinders in the North African desert, operating a mixed bag of Pinkies – desert-adapted, open-topped Land Rovers – and Armstrong 500cc motorbikes. I’m on the far right of the photo, leaning against the vehicle. All the others in this photo are now serving with Special Forces, hence faces being obscured.


Two wheels good. Yours truly, deep in the North African desert where we used Armstrong 500cc off-road motorbikes to act as an outrider force, scouting the route ahead and searching for the enemy.


The jungle is neutral. It’s neither inherently hostile nor friendly, but only by becoming as one with it will you defeat an enemy. Wag is standing on the far left of photo, yours truly is far right, also standing.


Down ‘n’ dirty. The ‘briefing room’ for jungle training and ops in Belize, in the Central American rainforest. Wag’s ever-friendly mug is in the centre of the photo, front row, with me peeping out from behind him on far left of the back row.


Home sweet home. A basha – a jungle sleeping platform made from cut bamboo and wood, with A-frame supports at either end, and a waterproof poncho thrown over, and tethered to nearby trees.


Jungle ops. Pathfinders taking a breather, in the heart of the Central American rainforest. Even in virgin jungle like this, remarkably little sunlight filters through the forest canopy, making dark and dirtied-up uniforms and blackened-up faces the best camouflage.


Kaboom. Moving deep into enemy territory, small lightly-armed elite forces such as ourselves are bound to come up against far larger and better armed enemies. The one advantage we normally have is the ability to call in air-power, using lasers to mark targets and steer in precision-guided air-strikes.


Smoking hot. Deployed on small-unit actions behind enemy lines, Pathfinders are trained to return fire with maximum aggression and speed, then to break contact as soon as possible, so as to avoid being overrun, killed or captured.


Graham ‘Wag’ Wardle, trusty GPMG in hand, carrying a crushing load. We were best of mates: I was always twisting his arm about being the Brigade’s ugliest man, while he would hit back about the size of my ears.


Captain Grant Harris, then second-in-command of the Pathfinders. A young but very capable officer, he did a sterling job when the shit hit the proverbial fan in Sierra Leone.


Jacko. In spite of not being able to get his swearing right, Jacko was a top operator, and there was no one better to take over command in Sierra Leone.


Nathe. He had somehow made it from turnip farming in Lincolnshire into the Pathfinders – and a better patrol commander I couldn’t have wished for. He was also the king of bush tucker: if it moved Nathe would eat it.


Taff Saunders. Like many a Welshman, Taff believed that England was a carbuncle attached to Mother Wales. But never a better bloke in a punch-up. Here he is flanked by two of the Nigerian United Nations troops, who joined forces with us in Sierra Leone.


Tricky. In action on the ranges putting down intense fire during live contact drills training.


The architect of evil. Foday Sankoh, a former sergeant from the Sierra Leone Army turned founder and guru of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) rebels – known as ‘Africa’s Khmer Rouge’. By the time our operation was finished, Sankoh had been captured and the rebel resistance broken. Sadly, he died in custody before he could stand trial for mass war crimes.


The bad guys. Rebel fighters of the Revolutionary United Front – those who had declared they were launching ‘Operation Kill British’, to force us out of the country. We were outnumbered 100-1 and heavily outgunned.


Battle Group. With hundreds of British citizens about to be kidnapped, tortured and slaughtered by the rebels in Sierra Leone, 1 PARA jetted in to Lungi Airport to evacuate them, and halt the rebel advance. As luck would have it, we were to be placed at the tip of the spear.


A pair of CH47 Chinooks from the RAF heading low and fast over the Sierra Leone capital, Freetown – the means via which we would deploy on operations deep into the jungle.


Going in. You could cut the atmosphere with a knife as 26 Pathfinders flew into the teeth of the rebel advance, and with no idea what we’d meet on the ground in the jungle.


Going in hot. Sweeping across the jungle at tree-top level, the Chinooks put us down in Lungi Lol village with no idea where the enemy might be. It was a case of poke the hornet’s nest, and see what response we might get.


Armed and dangerous. Gripping a six-barrelled Gatling-type mini-gun, a door gunner scans the jungle below for rebel fighters, as the Chinook flies in low and fast.


A mixed bag of Nigerian and Jordanian United Nations peace-keeping troops, plus villagers. Trouble was, in Sierra Leone there was no peace to keep – as our mission was about to prove.


By strength and guile. The SBS – Special Boat Service – were out patrolling the rivers and estuaries that criss-cross the jungle, and our first escape and evasion plan had us getting picked up by their boats.


The SAS and the SBS deployed alongside us in Sierra Leone, but as luck would have it we would get to see the real action.


Long-sleeve style. The rebels’ speciality was lopping off the hands of women and children, using axes or machetes, to spread a dark reign of terror. They gave their victims the choice of long- or short-sleeve style – amputation above or below the elbow. How could we do anything else but fight to the last man to stop them?


Mango, anyone? Barefoot angels – that’s how the kids in the village of Lungi Lol struck us. No rebels were kidnapping them, lopping off their hands, or forcing them to be child soldiers – not on our watch.


The kids are all right. We were 26 Pathfinders facing 2,000 rebels. But with smiles like these from the local kids, how could we do anything other than smash the rebel advance and stop them butchering the village?


Having decided we were their heaven-sent saviours, the locals scavenged food from the jungle for us and fetched our daily water – as we waited in our trenches, poised to kick seven bales of shit out of the rebels.


Village people. This is why it mattered. We flew into the jungle to smash the rebel advance, and stop them wreaking carnage in the capital city and at the airport. We ended up in the fight of our lives to save an entire village.


Bush tucker. When it rained in the jungle, snails as big as your fist came slurping out of their tunnels to munch on the wet vegetation. Nathe being Nathe, he decided they were for the pot, and so his legendary Lungi Lol Snail baltis were born.


The bunker. The forward battle trench manned by ‘H’ – ‘The Death Dealer’ – with his tried and trusted GPMG. No rebels were sneaking past when ‘H’ was on duty.


Front toward enemy. A factory-made Claymore – a convex wad of plastic explosives, primed to blast out a wall of ball-bearings at the enemy. We were forced to manufacture our own from old food tins and ‘shipyard confetti’ – any make-do ‘shrapnel’ we could scavenge around the village.


With a 51mm mortar like this, I was able to crawl far forward and put up illume rounds – flares that drift under a parachute – so lighting up the entire night-dark battlefield. Light for the lads to see and to kill by.


Digging for victory. Pretty quickly, we realized that unless we recruited the locals to help us defend the village we were all going to end up butchered by the rebels. Young village kids dug our battle trenches, made beds and shelters for us to sleep on, and cut bamboo to make sharpened punji sticks.


Brigadier Richards, our overall force commander, sent us in to stop the rebels in their tracks. This we had done. Here villagers gather up the rebel dead, after the first night’s combat.


Calling prayers. Prior to sending out Pathfinder patrols to go after the rebels, we got a collective heads-up with all patrol commanders, to work out how best to track, find and kill them.


Ready for anything. 1 PARA mortar crews load up the 81mm rounds, to beat back the rebel forces massing in the jungle.


Fire! Once we got the 1 PARA mortar teams in, with their 81mm mortar tubes, we could really take the fight to the rebels.


Hunter-killer. After the initial massive firefight, we knew we’d given the rebels a bloody nose. Next we did the utterly unexpected: we left our battle trenches and went into the jungle on a hot pursuit to track them down.


X Platoon at end of Lungi Lol Op: The A-team. The 26 Pathfinders at Lungi Lol, plus5 support staff from Lungi Airport. Rear row, from left: 4th, Taff Saunders (33 Delta); 9th, Ginge Wilson (33 Charlie). Middle row, from left: 4th, Eddie The White Rabbit Newell; 5th, Grant Harris (Sunray); 6th, Mark ‘Jacko’ Jackson; 7th, Graham ‘Wag’ Wardle; 8th, Neil ‘Tricky’ Dick; 9th, Nathan ‘Nathe’ Bell (33 Alpha); 10th, Sam ‘Dolly’ Parton (33 Delta). Front row, from left: 5th, yours truly; 6th, Joe ‘H’ Harrison; 10th, Bryan ‘Bri’ Budd VC.











‘What makes the grass grow? Blood! Blood! Blood!’


RUF rebel chant, prior to battle


‘Good men sleep soundly in their beds at night, only because
there are rough men willing to do violence on their behalf.’


George Orwell











What Manner of Men Are These
Who Wear the Maroon Beret?


They are firstly all volunteers and are toughened by physical training. As a result they have infectious optimism and that offensive eagerness which comes from well-being. They have ‘jumped’ from the air and by doing so have conquered fear.


Their duty lies in the van of the battle. They are proud of this honour. They have the highest standards in all things whether it be skill in battle or smartness in the execution of all peacetime duties. They are in fact – men apart – every man an emperor.


Of all the factors, which make for success in battle, the spirit of the warrior is the most decisive. That spirit will be found in full measure in the men who wear the maroon beret.


Field Marshal The Viscount Montgomery











AUTHOR’S NOTE


I have used soldiers’ real names in this book when they have been published in the press, or whenever individual soldiers have indicated to me that they were happy for me to do so. I have been asked to use pseudonyms for those serving with Special Forces and other elite units, or for operators who are still involved, or who were involved, in sensitive operations. Otherwise, all aspects of this story remain as they took place on the ground.


I have done my utmost to ensure the accuracy of all the events portrayed herein. Few written records exist covering the events described in this book. Accordingly, I have recreated conversations from how I remember them and in discussions with the others who were involved. No doubt my memory and that of my fellow operators is fallible, and I will be happy to correct any inadvertent mistakes in future editions.


To all other units in the British armed forces – and those of our foremost allies – the Pathfinders’ call-sign is Mayhem. That is how the unit is addressed over the radio net. The Sierra Leone mission related in this book remains one of the most highlydecorated in modern Pathfinder history. Accordingly, and because it seems to suit the actions portrayed in these pages, I have chosen to call this book Operation Mayhem.













FOREWORD


by General Sir David Richards GCB CBE DSO
former Chief of the Defence Staff


In January 1999 I led a small team of officers and marines to Sierra Leone. Our task was to assess whether the once proud little army of that tragic but spirited country had any hope of pushing back the brutal rebels of the Revolutionary United Front. I had to assess whether there was anything we could do to help them and present the case to Tony Blair’s government in London.


The RUF’s signature atrocity was the amputation of the limbs of young and old alike. Designed to intimidate the population, in their warped often drug-crazed minds this also had the advantage of preventing those they ‘cut’ from casting a vote in any future elections. We watched the Sierra Leonian army, their local Kamajor militia allies and a small contingent of Nigerian troops fight valiantly to push the RUF back out of Freetown. We departed after about 10 days but not before we had successfully persuaded the British government that these plucky people should be helped, financially and militarily.


That experience left a real mark on me and my team. We had been witness to some horrific sights, things we all hoped never to see again. We certainly never thought we would return to Sierra Leone. Little did we know.


By early May 2000, the RUF had reneged on a peace treaty they had signed the previous summer and were once again rampaging their brutal way towards Freetown. This time my ever-ready Joint Force HQ, with 1st Battalion Parachute Regiment group including the Regiment’s renowned Pathfinder Platoon and some others under command, were rushed out to Sierra Leone to evacuate British and other entitled people from the country for fear that they would be butchered by the RUF. It was a race against time. And it was vital that the RUF suffered an early blow to their morale, something that would make them pause and think twice about taking on my limited forces.


This invigorating book tells the tale of the hugely professional and courageous group of men who inflicted that blow on the RUF for me and their inspirational commanding officer Lt-Col Paul Gibson. Deliberately exposed to lure the RUF onto their positions, the Pathfinders lived up to their unrivalled reputation for toughness and professionalism of the highest order. Without a shadow of doubt, their heroic actions that memorable night was the key tactical event in what has been held up as a model intervention operation. It enabled us not only to complete the evacuation in relative security but, more importantly, allowed us to push the RUF out of Freetown and away from the vital airfield without which no operation was tenable. It buoyed up the Sierra Leonean people and crucially bought time for the United Nations forces to recover and rebuild.


Six weeks later, with the RUF essentially defeated and hugely demoralised, we were able to hand over to the UN and wend our way back to the UK. We felt good about ourselves. We had chanced our arm and more than achieved the aim. The generous-hearted people of Sierra Leone had been given their country back and could once again hope for a better future. The Pathfinders had written another stirring chapter in their short but illustrious history and Sergeant Steve Heaney was at the very centre of that story. To great acclaim he was rightly awarded the Military Cross; none can have been better earned.


Steve Heaney captures the confusion, black humour, raw courage, jargon and sheer exhilaration of combat brilliantly in this compelling and simply written book. In my judgement it is the best account of low-level tactical soldiering since Fred Majda-laney’s classic Patrol, a World War 2 account of a fighting patrol. But Sergeant Heaney tells a broader tale that has also rarely been captured so well. What makes an elite unit like the Pathfinders so powerful, so special? One that commanders like me loved to have under them. One that their enemies fervently wished was not opposite them. What sort of people join such a unit? What binds them together so closely that they can stay cohesive under the most stressful of conditions? What training do they go through to reach such heights of professionalism? What is the role of humour in keeping morale high when most would succumb to fear and fatigue? This classic book reveals all this and much more. I commend it to the professional soldier and layman alike.


It was people like Sergeant Heaney MC that I was thinking of when I said at my retirement parade on Horse Guards in London ‘if I have seen further than most, it was because I stood on the shoulders of giants’. If you don’t know what I mean, read this book and you soon will.


General Sir David Richards GCB CBE DSO













PROLOGUE: MAN HUNT


Ahead of me I saw Steve B come to a silent halt.


He dropped onto one knee, his assault rifle covering the arc of fire to the front of us. I went down into a similar stance, my weapon sweeping the arc of fire from Steve’s shoulder through 180 degrees around to the operator at my rear.


He in turn did likewise, covering the arc on the opposite side of the patrol, and so it cascaded down the line, such that all areas to either side of us were being watched by a pair of unblinking eyes and menaced by a weapon’s gaping barrel. We were a twelve-man seek-and-destroy patrol, hunting a vicious and bloodthirsty enemy – one that outnumbered us a hundred to one.


And right now we were ready for anything.


After weeks of living in the jungle, our unwashed bodies and unshaven faces made us appear like a band of desperadoes. But grimy, soiled uniforms blend in better with the wild terrain, as do layers of dark stubble and beards. We’d smeared thick lines of camouflage cream onto any exposed skin, to better hide ourselves. The whole effect made us practically invisible, but any sudden movement, or any sound at all from our side risked giving our position away.


When hunting an adversary in the bush and the jungle, you have to presume he is out there somewhere, hunting you or waiting in a hidden ambush position. Visibility is limited by the dense vegetation plus the impenetrable shadows. You can rarely see more than a few dozen yards. It makes spotting your adversary ever more challenging. Plus we were acutely aware that an enemy is at his most dangerous when he is injured, bleeding and badly mauled – which is what we reckoned any number of the rebels were right now.


Steve B placed one hand on his head, while the other grasped the pistol-grip of his weapon. It was the signal for me to move up to his shoulder. He raised two fingers and practically jabbed them into his eyes – the hand signal for ‘look where I indicate’ – then pointed to our left front. Less than a dozen yards away I could see ranks of razor-sharp points poking out from the bush. They continued onwards for a good thirty yards or so towards the ragged fringe of jungle.


It was one of our fields of punji sticks – sharpened bamboo stakes we’d got the local villagers to cut and shape and plant all around our positions, to ensnare the enemy. For a second I wondered why Steve B had pointed them out to me: there were punji pits all around us, so what was so special about this one? But as I studied those vicious bamboo blades more closely I noticed that many were splattered with a sickly red.


Rebel blood.


It had to be.


Steve B swept his hand north, pointing out the ground to the front of the punji field. The terrain was churned into a mishmash of decaying leaf matter, rotten sticks and dark, loamy soil. I could just imagine panicked feet and hands desperately trying to scrabble their way out of the punji field, rebel minds clouded with pain and agony. But it was the thick, gloopy trails of blood running from there towards the forest that really drew my eye.


That marked the way the rebels had retreated.


The path for us to track and to follow.


A wild animal is never more dangerous than when it is badly hurt. From all we’d seen over the past few weeks, the rebels here were worse than wild animals. Ahead of us danger, red in tooth and claw, lurked behind every tree and in the hidden shadows.


No words needed to be spoken between Steve B and me, the patrol commander. Clearly, our plan had worked a treat. Just as we’d suspected, the rebels had charged forward in human waves to attack us, guns blazing. Instead, they’d stumbled into the punji traps. As they’d fought to drag themselves clear of the vicious fields of sharpened stakes, a good many of them had ripped themselves to pieces.


The amount of blood alone was testament to that.


I gave Steve B the nod to push onwards.


As we set off I signalled to the operator behind me to take a good look at the blood-soaked ground, and to pass it down the line. Moving like a silent, stealthy snake we threaded our way through the bush, until the wall of thick forest was right before us – dark, brooding and hostile.


This was the rebels’ domain. The Kingdom of the Bad Guys. This was their country, their backyard, the safe haven from which they launched their brutal sorties.


But this was also very much our kind of territory. We’re trained to favour those areas that normal mortals shun. Bug-infested swamps, sun-blasted desert, snow-whipped mountains and impenetrable jungle – those are the areas where we expect to find little human presence, which makes them ideal for operators like us to move through unseen and undetected, into the heart of enemy territory.


Right now, we were well behind the rebels’ lines. We were moving into terrain that they’d ruled for a decade or more with an iron grip of fear, brute violence and hatred. But I knew for sure that every man on my patrol – each one an elite warrior highly trained at operating in the jungle – felt quite at home here, and ready.


We were taking the fight to the enemy where they least expected it. We’d smashed them in a long and vicious firefight during the hours of darkness. Now, we were going after them in their supposed sanctuary. We’d hit them at night in the open as they tried to rush our positions, and now we aimed to hit them in the hours of daylight, in the heart of the jungle. This way, we’d keep them on the back foot – the repeated blows sending them reeling.


Or maybe not.


Maybe it had all been a feint and a trap.


Maybe the rebels knew we were coming, and were poised to unleash a scything burst of fire as we stepped into the jungle, wiping out our entire patrol.


Only one way to find out.


Push onwards into the shadows.


Steve B took a step into the eerie and claustrophobic forest interior, practically disappearing from my view as the vegetation sucked him in. I followed, each step chosen so as to avoid any detritus that might break or crack underfoot. The humidity beneath the jungle canopy was thick and it hit me like a wall. I could feel the sweat trickling down my back in rivulets, my clammy uniform sticking to the sores and welts that weeks of not washing had caused to erupt on my skin.


Steve paused for an instant, balanced delicately on the balls of his feet. He had his eyes glued to the sun-dappled jungle floor, tracing the thick, congealed strings of red goo that had been left by the rebel injured. In theory, all we had to do was track the enemy through the trees via their blood trails, and we’d have them.


I gave the hand signal for all to double their watchfulness. My adrenaline was pumping in bucket-loads, my heart pounding like a drum. Badly injured men can only move slowly through such dense terrain, so slowing the movement of the entire body of fighters.


The rebels could only be minutes ahead of us now.
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1


The day had begun just like any other. We’d started with our customary early morning run around the perimeter of the base. As usual I’d set the pace, leading from the front.


Each day we’d vary the kit we ran in. One morning it would be shorts, T-shirts and trainers; the next, boots, combat trousers and smocks. Day three we’d be kitted out the same, but carrying a 40-pound Bergen on our backs. Each of the guys had three different rucksacks permanently packed and secured: a desert pack, a jungle pack and one for more temperate climes – mountains, snow and ice.


That way, we were ready for anything.


Always.


We’d mix and match the early morning runs with gym work and sessions in the pool, doing circuit training as a cardiovascular workout and rope-climbs for upper body strength, plus a daily swim to build stamina and endurance.


At thirty-one years of age I was the seasoned platoon sergeant, and each year I led the murderous forced marches and the Endurance stages of Selection. Word was that if you wanted to pass Selection and make it into our tiny, elite unit – the Pathfinders – you needed to stick with Smoggy.


Ever since I can remember, that’s been my nickname – Smoggy. I hail from Middlesbrough, a nondescript, grey industrial town in northeast England. A permanent smog seems to hang over the dark landscape, hence the nickname of those born there – ‘Smoggies’.


Pathfinder Selection is similar to that undertaken by the SAS (Special Air Service), only it’s shorter – five weeks, as opposed to three months. Many claim that it’s more intense, so more punishing. Others say that’s bullshit: the shorter duration lowers the attrition rate. I didn’t particularly care either way. Pathfinder Selection is Pathfinder Selection: it does what it says on the tin.


It begins with a pre-selection period – days of fierce punishment to weed out the weak and feeble. We’d gather the raw recruits at the Aldershot Training Area and push them through a beasting session similar to the Parachute Regiment’s P Company – the fitness and endurance test required to enter the Parachute Regiment. We’d start with an 8-mile run carrying a 55-pound pack, and raise it to a 10-miler – pass time one hour forty minutes maximum. We’d intersperse that with murder runs in full kit – helmet, webbing and weapon.


If you couldn’t make it through that first week in Aldershot there was no point going for the real man test – five weeks of hell in the Brecon Beacons, the rain-lashed hills in South Wales where all British elite forces’ Selection takes place. Selection proper would start with Walkabout – three days hefting a massive pack across all types of terrain, to test whether individual soldiers knew how to navigate and survive on the hills.


We’d combine the brutal testing with a judicious amount of instruction, as we didn’t want blokes getting killed out there – imparting such pearls of wisdom as ‘Go low, stay slow; go high, stay dry’. At the end of Walkabout we knew who was capable of going on to the next stages – the Fan Dance, Point-to-Point, Iron Man, Elan Valley – heading out onto the unforgiving terrain alone and for far longer periods of time.


Selection culminates in the killer – Endurance, a 64-kilometre forced march over the highest peaks, under a 55-pound pack (minus food and water) and carrying your weapon.


Endurance has to be completed in under twenty hours.


Needless to say, it has broken many a man.


Both at Aldershot and the Brecons I was the rabbit in all of this. I set the pace, leading the runs and the tabs. I was hyper-fit and I enjoyed the physical challenge – always have – so it made sense to make me lead man. Hence the saying: If you want to pass Pathfinder Selection, you need to stick with Smoggy.


That morning – as with every other ‘normal’ day at the Pathfinders’ Wattisham, Norfolk, base – I’d put a call through to the control tower around 0645 hours. Our base was set in a secure area to one end of an Army Air Corps Apache attack helicopter facility. I’d sought clearance to run the perimeter of the airbase, after which the forty-odd lads of the Pathfinders had gathered for the off.


Oh yeah – plus the one dog.


Ben was a gorgeous chocolate Labrador. I’d had him for a year or so, and every morning he’d join us on the 6.5-mile run. We’d move off as a tight squad – all apart from Ben, who’d be away chasing pheasants and having a ball. For most of the time we wouldn’t even see him. Then he’d pop his head out of a patch of bush, give me the look – You coming, or what? – and be off again, tracking the scent of a deer.


For the last couple of miles we’d hit open terrain, leaving behind the thick forest and scrub that surrounds the base and heading along the grass fringes of the runway. Ben would complete the last leg by my side every step of the way. First things first, when I got back to base I’d fetch him a bowl of water, then head for the showers.


Together with some of the other old and bold, I’d try to use up all the hot water, so that Grant – Captain Grant Harris, the Second-in-Command of our unit – would be forced to have a cold shower. No matter how many times we did it, it never ceased to amuse us, and Grant – God bless his cotton socks – had the strength of character to see that it was just another ragging from ‘the blokes’ and to go with it.


The officers who didn’t get ragged were the ones we didn’t rate.


You only needled the good guys.




But more of that later.


After five months of running the base perimeter Ben was a four-legged hunk of rock-hard muscle and sinew. At times he looked more like a chocolate Rottweiler than a Lab. He’d grown so strong that he’d broken the metal chain that I used to put him on. I’d left him sunning himself one lunchtime, only to get a call from one of the aircrew. They’d found my dog curled up fast asleep in one of the helicopters.


From then on I’d left Ben pretty much free to roam the Pathfinders’ part of the base. It was hyper-secure, ringed with razor wire and guards – a fortress within a fortress – so he couldn’t get into too much trouble. He’d spend his time lounging with the blokes in the Pathfinders’ Interest Room – our clubroom for want of a better analogy – snoozing on top of the grassed-over ammo bunkers, or hanging out with those working on the vehicles in the hangar.


As a unit we were constantly pushing ourselves, but the endless physical training wasn’t anything about looking chiselled or Gucci. It was about ensuring we were physically robust enough to take the kind of punishment required of the insertion methods that we specialise in. Get it wrong, and the kind of means we use to get behind enemy lines could seriously injure or even kill you – and that’s before you ever put a foot on hostile soil.


During that morning’s run I’d been thinking about one particular jump I’d been on recently. We’d paid a visit to China Lake, the vast, one-million-acre Naval Air Weapons Station set amidst the wilderness of America’s Western Mojave Desert. With 19,600 square miles of restricted airspace for us to play in, China Lake far surpasses any similar facility in the UK, providing an ace proving ground for the kind of techniques we were pioneering.


We’d been out there working with DEVGRU – America’s elite counter-terrorism unit, otherwise known as SEAL Team Six – developing an ultra-high-altitude air-insertion technique, one designed to get a small body of men dropped behind enemy lines in 100 per cent secrecy.


The British military had pretty much pioneered HALO – high altitude low opening – and HAHO – high altitude high opening – parachute jumps. In the former you’d pile out of a Hercules at above 25,000 feet, plummet to earth in freefall and open your chute at around 5000 feet, so getting you fast and direct onto the ground. In HAHO, you’d jump on a static line – your chute opening automatically as you exited the aircraft – then drift for up to seventy kilometres, the idea being that you could ‘fly’ across an enemy’s border and penetrate their airspace undetected.


But those at the helm of Special Forces had decided that a third technique was needed – one that set the ‘stealth-level’ even higher. This new means and technology had been labelled HAPLSS – the High Altitude Parachutist Life Support System. We were out in China Lake doing what the Pathfinders do best, putting the theory of the concept and the kit to the test of harsh reality.


When jumping at extreme high altitude the air is so thin you have to breathe from an air bottle. But unless the right type of gas is breathed at all the right stages of the jump, you can suffer from Altitude Decompression Sickeness (ADS), more commonly known as ‘the bends’. So above 25,000 feet the jump becomes a medical issue as much as a set of physical challenges.


We’d pretty much mastered it for HALO and HAHO, but with HAPLSS we were going even higher and for a very specific set of reasons. Civilian airliners cruise at a much higher altitude, and HAPLSS was a system designed to enable us to jump from that kind of extreme height and survive the devastating cold, G-forces and atmospheric conditions encountered. If we could master all of that, we’d be able to penetrate the airspace of a target country in an aircraft masquerading as a civilian airliner, then jump and drift to earth with no one being any the wiser that we’d ever been there.


In theory we could even pile out of a genuine civvie airliner, leaving unseen from the cargo bay. Or if it was a combat situation, we could catch a lift on a US Air Force B-1B heavy bomber and exit the bomb bay directly after the payload was dropped – so masking our jump as a bombing run. Either would get us onto target totally undetected. But for either means to be workable we had to master jumping from the very roof of the world. That meant taking what the boffins had designed – the space-age HAPLSS survival suit, oxygen mask and protective helmet – and trialling it for real.


With HAPLSS you have to breathe a ‘forced air’ mixture – so the oxygen is pressurised and pumped into your lungs, as opposed to breathing on demand. You have to start breathing the pure oxygen a good hour before takeoff, to reduce the dangers of getting ADS. The standard British Hercules transport aircraft, the C-130K model, can only depressurise – open the ramp to let you jump – at 25,000 feet or less. At China Lake we’d be jumping at more than 10,000 feet above that altitude, and if we tried it in a standard Hercules it would fall apart in midair.


The SEALs were operating the C-130 Juliet (J-model), which had been re-engineered with a completely new set of propellers which would keep turning and providing lift in the thinner air above 25,000 feet. But even the C-130J couldn’t go much above 30,000 feet, so the one we were going to be using had been modified to go higher. The only way to trial a HAPLSS jump – at air temperatures of minus 100 degrees Celsius, and in an atmosphere thinner than that on the summit of Mount Everest – was to use an aircraft specifically designed to open its jump ramp at such an altitude.


We’d make all such trial jumps with electrodes and monitors wired up to key points of the body. They’d record stresses on the human frame from G-shocks, how many atmospheres we pulled at exit from the aeroplane, respiratory and heart rate factors, plus the impact of extreme cold on the body as it plummeted through air like ice. In a ‘normal’ HALO or HAHO jump from 25,000 feet, terminal velocity – the maximum speed at which you freefall – is 320 kph. But the thinner the air the faster you fall. Jumping from 30,000 feet plus, terminal velocity would be considerably faster – around 440 kph.


Even at 320 kph you’re plummeting through a thousand feet every five seconds. If you tried to pull your chute at the higher velocity – 440 kph – one of two things would likely happen: either you’d break your back as a result of the impact, or you’d have a canopy explosion. At that velocity, and in such thin air, the chute would come whooshing out of your backpack, and all you’d likely hear would be a massive crack and thump as the individual cells exploded, tearing your canopy to shreds. You’d be left plummeting to earth at a deadly rate of knots, with shards of torn silk flapping uselessly in the air above you.


We knew this because we’d trialled HAPLSS using a dummy – a latex model of your average bloke, laden down with metal weights to around 15 stone, and dressed in the gear you’d normally jump with (a 55-pound Bergen, plus weapons and ammo). From the dummy trials we knew that if you pulled your chute at anything above 25,000 feet, you had little chance of making it down alive – hence the default mode with HAPLSS being to freefall a good 20,000 feet prior to releasing your chute.


There was one problem with that. If you jumped and the turbulence put you into a ‘spin’, very quickly you’d be in danger of ‘blacking out’ – so losing consciousness. Ideally, you’d plummet through the turbulence of the aircraft’s wake and stabilise yourself, getting into a star shape – arms and legs outstretched – for the freefall. But if you failed to achieve that and went into a violent spin you’d have just seconds in which to save yourself – and the last-ditch option is always to pull your chute before you black out.


You might have to do that at any height after the jump, so we needed to trial doing an ‘unstable exit’ – something that would put the jumper into a deadly spin, and possibly force him to pull his chute. We didn’t even know if an operator could get out of a spin while wearing all the cumbersome HAPLSS gear … but we still had to try.


Prior to heading for China Lake I’d gone through the necessary medical trials at the JATE – the innocuously-named Joint Air Transport Establishment; the body that oversees such high-end, James-Bond-type military air techniques – to ensure that I was physically fit and robust enough to go ahead with the trials. Hence why running the base perimeter every morning was so necessary.


The JATE is based at RAF Brize Norton. My medical trials passed, I’d got the brief on what exactly the JATE boffins wanted from me out at China Lake. They were asking me to go higher than any British military parachutist had ever gone before – so jumping from well above 30,000 feet – but that wasn’t the half of it.


‘Steve, we want you to do the jump, make an unstable exit and hold it for twenty seconds,’ they told me. ‘Then we want you to try to get out of it and we’ll track whatever problems you incur.’


They made it sound so easy.


What they really meant was this: Steve, pile out of the aircraft, go into a spin, allow the spin to escalate for a good twenty seconds – or 5000 feet – of freefall, then try to save yourself. It went without saying that I’d be close to blacking out by then, so the last-resort option would be to pull the chute, with every likelihood of it exploding. But hey, the only way to perfect such techniques was to trial them, and eventually you had to switch from a dummy to a real person – i.e. muggins me.


In a way it was fair enough. As the long-serving Pathfinder Platoon sergeant I was one of the most practised military free-fall parachutists in the British Army. Airborne insertion is the bread and butter of what we do: we train for it more exhaustively than any other unit in the armed forces. I had over 1200 jumps under my belt, plus I was one of only a handful of military freefall tandem masters – meaning I could freefall with another human being strapped to my person, or a piece of high-tech weaponry, or a specially-designed canister packed with 1000 pounds of ammo.


Arguably, there was no one better qualified to trial HAPLSS over China Lake.


So it was that the modified C-130J had droned up into the hot and thin air high above the wildlands of the Mojave Desert. As we neared the predetermined altitude I started to make ready. There was only one way to ensure I did what was required of me – I had to achieve an immediate ‘unstable exit’. Normally you’d leap off the ramp front first, in what amounted to a long dive, arms and legs outstretched to anchor yourself in the air. By shifting an arm or a leg – drawing it closer to, or moving it further away from, your body – you could slow down or accelerate, and steer your fall.


This time, I was going to plummet from the heavens curled up into a tight ball – getting into a streamlined water-droplet or bullet shape.


The SEALs had zero idea of what would happen if a jumper was forced to pull his chute above 25,000 feet, in a desperate attempt to escape the spin. They made it clear they thought it was pretty messed-up to try, though they appreciated that we needed to know. They were pretty used to how the Brits operated by now: we had all the human potential, guts and expertise, if little of their kit or their airframes. Hence a Brit was today’s fall guy, and the Yanks were providing the jump platform and the space and freedom of China Lake in which to push the limits of the known and the possible.


As I hunched on the edge of the ramp in the foetal position, the wind gusting and buffeting me like a giant tennis ball in a wind tunnel, I reflected upon how I really wasn’t getting paid enough for this kind of shit. Being a Pathfinder, I didn’t even get the extra £45 a week pay uplift that the UK Special Forces got. The Pathfinders don’t sit within the UKSF family. We were formed as a completely black, off-the-books outfit, one that officially didn’t exist. We had no budget, no personnel – every man officially remained with his parent unit – plus no kit, weaponry or ammo other than what we could beg, borrow or steal from other units.


Hence the unofficial name given to us: the X Platoon.


I couldn’t see anything much while hunched into a tight ball, but I knew the red ‘prepare-to-jump’ light must have flickered on, for the two Parachute Jumping Instructors (PJIs) had grabbed hold of me. The PJIs are dedicated specialists whose only role in life is to oversee military parachute jumps. Right now I was going out blind, and these guys held my life in their hands.


The light must have flicked from red to green, for over the deafening roar of the slipstream I heard the voice of the lead PJI guy yelling: ‘Go! Go! Go!’


I scrunched tighter into a ball, as I felt the PJIs manhandle me forwards and roll me out into thin air. For an instant I plummeted, then I felt myself sucked into the maw of the slipstream, the violent turbulence throwing me over and over and over.


Spat out of the aircraft’s wake, I began to fall vertically towards earth, twisting around and around like some crazy, messed-up, man-sized spinning top. I was counting out the seconds in my head, but in the back of my mind a voice was already muttering my prayers.


‘One-thousand-and-three, one-thousand-and-four, one-thousand-and-five … God get me out of this shit alive …’


I counted off the seconds and prayed for some kind of deliverance, as I tumbled through the thin, freezing blue.


The only means I had of assessing how fast I was spinning was by trying to monitor how rapidly the air around me turned from blue to yellow to blue to yellow to blue again. Blue meant I was facing the sky, yellow meant the Mojave Desert, and so on and so forth.


Had I been able to pause for the barest instant I’d have seen the clear curvature of the earth below me, but right now I was struggling to remain conscious, let alone having a spare moment to admire the view.


Being scrunched into a tight ball I was massively aerodynamic, which lowers drag and increases terminal velocity still further. I just kept accelerating and spinning faster and faster and faster, my air speed and the G-forces growing with it, the wind howling and tearing at my head like a raging hurricane.


Imagine going at one hundred kilometres an hour on a motorcycle. If you’ve ever done it, you’ll know just how intensely the wind rips into your face and your torso, as the pressure tries to slam you out of the saddle. Now imagine going at over four times that speed, without even the benefit of a full-face helmet, or a set of handlebars and a seat to keep a grip on. Imagine doing so in minus 100 degrees air temperature, and with the following strapped to your person: a bulging parachute pack, a massive Bergen, your webbing stuffed with ammo and grenades, a pistol strapped to your thigh, plus your main weapon – your assault rifle – slung over your shoulder. Now imagine all of that when you’re spinning crazily like a top, without the faintest clue which way up you are …


Sickening, right?


I was ten seconds into the freefall and the spin just kept getting worse. I could feel myself gasping for breath, as my burning lungs struggled to drag in enough gas from the bottle. My sensory awareness – my ability to judge where I was exactly, which way up I was, or who I was even – was slipping away from me.


Blue-yellow-blue-yellow-blue-yellow-blueyellow-blueyellow-blueyellow-blueeeeellooooow...


Argghhhhh!


The air pressure was tearing at the oxygen bottle fixed to my front, plus it was trying to rip away the heavy Bergen strapped across my lower body. I could feel my weapon slamming around in the air at my side, the butt like a baseball bat cracking blows into my helmeted head. I was on the verge of vomiting. The pressure on my heart and lungs was unbearable, and I was seconds away from losing consciousness.


At which stage I’d be dead.


With my pulse juddering inside my skull and my mind reeling horribly from dizziness and disorientation, I tried to focus on the count.


‘One-thousand-and-fifteen, one-thousand-and-sixteen, one-thousand-and-…’


Three seconds to go and I had to try to break free and get into a stable freefall position, face to earth. I counted out the last seconds. Snap! I thrust my arms and legs into a rigid star shape, arching my back against the unbearable forces that were threatening to tear me limb from limb. I strained my muscles against the pain and the pressure, letting out a cry of agony at the top of my voice – one that I knew no one would ever hear, for I was alone on the roof of the world here.


My limbs were thrust out rigid to make four air-anchors, as I tried to grab at the thin atmosphere and slow my seemingly unstoppable whirlwind of a fall. Gradually I sensed the revolutions decrease, as the air howled all around me and my body screamed in pain. But I still didn’t know which way up I’d eventually come to a halt – facing the sky or facing the earth.


Finally I stopped spinning.


I forced my frazzled mind to concentrate.


I was facing blue.


Blue meant the sky.


Wrong way round.


I was plummeting at a murderous speed with my back to the earth. If I pulled my chute in the position I was in now it would open below me and I’d fall through it. It would bag around me, doing a fine impression of a sack of damp washing, and I’d plummet to earth like a corpse entombed in a shroud of tangled parachute silk.


Not good.




I brought my right arm in close to my side and threw my opposite shoulder over, trying to flip myself so I’d end up facing yellow. Yellow = earth. But for some reason it just wasn’t working. All it achieved was the very opposite of what I wanted – to send me back into the spin again.


For a moment I was on the verge of panic. My hand reached involuntarily for the release cord of the chute. I forced myself to stop. I forced myself to remember how we’d trialled this repeatedly with the dummy, and every single time the chute had ripped itself to shreds.


Don’t pull the chute.


Pull the chute and you’re dead.


There was one more thing I could try. My last option before blacking out was to do what I did now. I dragged in both arms tight by my sides, rammed my legs out straight behind me and got my back locked and arched. I was now in the Delta Track position, which should bring me into a head-down dive.


Like this I hoped to remain conscious long enough for the thickening atmosphere to slow me down to the point where pulling my chute – and survival – was a real possibility.


That at least was the plan.
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I was three minutes into the freefall when I finally risked pulling the chute. I was at 3500 feet and I’d just completed a mega death-ride to earth. It was the Delta Track that had done the trick, getting me into a stable enough position to flick out into the star shape again, and ready myself to send 360 square feet of the finest silk billowing out above me.


It takes six seconds for the chute to deploy fully, so in reality I was at 2500 feet by the time I broke my fall, drifting silently beneath the canopy over the hot Mojave Desert. The other way to look at it was like this: I’d deployed the chute when I was a bare fifteen seconds away from ploughing into the earth at plus-320 kph. At that speed there wouldn’t have been a great deal of me to scrape up amongst the cacti and the tumbleweed, so my parents – and Ben my dog – could bury what was left of me.


Still, at least now we knew.


We knew what happened when you flipped into a death spin at well above 30,000 feet while doing a HAPLSS jump.


Once I was ‘safely’ down I gathered up my chute and the pick-up wagon trundled over to collect me. I was driven to one of China Lake’s 2000-odd hangars, halls, laboratories and other assorted buildings. There the boffins unplugged the wires, and sensors and data-recorders, to check on all the readings made during the jump.


It turned out that I’d pulled more G-forces than a top-gun fighter pilot does when putting a state-of-the-art F-15 Eagle fighter jet through its paces – and I hadn’t had the luxury of a glass-and-steel airframe wrapped around me to shield me from the bitter ice and turbulence, plus the punishing air pressure and the wind speed.


Still, that was what being a Pathfinder was all about.


It went with the territory.


The day after the jump of death I felt as if I’d been in a boxing bout with Godzilla – only it had been held in a giant washing machine set to maximum spin. You only get out of shit like that when you are at the absolute peak of physical condition, hence the runs around the Wattisham airbase, plus all the other daily workouts and the intense training.


I upped the pace as we hit the final leg of that morning’s run, thanking the gods or the fates or whoever for getting me through China Lake in one piece. We surged as a pack through the lines of the Army Air Corps, Ben out front, his fur sleek and glistening, his fine muzzle leading the way. This early morning ritual was known as ‘running the fence’, and the Apache gunship pilots had long grown used to the Pathfinder Express Train steaming through.


Of the forty men on that morning’s run, twelve were at Ready Status One (R1) – which meant they were able to deploy instantly on missions anywhere in the world. Another dozen were on R2, meaning they could deploy anywhere within twenty-four hours. The rest were on R3, which meant deployment within thirty-six. On R3 you could be on a training course or on leave, as long as you could get back to the base and be good to go within thirty-six hours.


After a steaming hot shower I came into the ops room to find Graham ‘Wag’ Wardle, our Ops Warrant Officer, glued to the phone. From the few words that I caught of the conversation I knew that something was up. Wag and me understood each other instinctively and were the best of mates, in spite of him forever needling me about having the world’s biggest ears, and me going on about him having been hit real hard with the Ugly Stick.


Wag was short and stumpy with the body of a Hobbit. He hailed from Burnley, and spoke with a thick Lancashire accent. He was shaven-headed and a walking advertisement for the world’s dodgiest tattoos: there wasn’t one that wasn’t misspelled, off-colour or misaligned. In short he looked and sounded like a football hooligan in uniform.


To make matters worse he wasn’t the biggest fan of military freefall, which was the bread and butter of our business. I used to joke that Wag had been born with four left arms. What redeemed him was that he was a total stalwart. The Pathfinders was his life. Wag was hard, robust and fit, but his real gift lay in his powers of dynamic lateral thinking. In thinking the unthinkable Wag pretty much had no equal.


At thirty-seven years of age, he was also the ‘old man’ of the unit. I used to joke that I’d put myself through the Military Tandem Master’s course purely so I could HALO Wag in on a mission, for he was never going to make a high-altitude low-opening jump on his own. That summed up the fierce, piss-taking rivalry between us, and under our guidance the X Platoon had thrived.


As Wag came off the phone I called over to him. ‘Before you get started, mate, quick question.’


‘Yeah, what?’


‘How did you get to be so ugly with just the one head?’


‘Fuck off, go play with Noddy, Big Ears …’


To the rear sat Captain Grant Harris, our 2iC, and by now his shoulders were rocking with laughter. I’d made Grant sit behind me, because in contrast to Wag he was the pin-up of the unit. A youthful twenty-six, Grant was blessed with classic dark good looks and he had the gorgeous girlfriend to go with it. I hated him for it, though only in jest. Still, Wag and me were forever ribbing Grant and hitting him with the wind-ups.


The slagging stopped just as soon as Wag gave us a heads-up on the phone call he’d just had. 1 PARA had been warned off for immediate deployment to some obscure African nation none of us had ever heard of before – Sierra Leone. Their mission was to make a last-ditch effort to evacuate British citizens from the nation’s capital, which was under threat from a bunch of rebels threatening wholesale murder and mayhem.


None of us knew the slightest thing about where or what the country was exactly, except the obvious – that this was the dark, chaotic, war-torn heart of Africa. But the best news of all was this: 1 PARA’s CO had asked for as many Pathfinders as we could spare to deploy on the mission.


When I’d started that morning’s run I’d had not the slightest inkling that this might be in the offing. I hadn’t even known we had a spot of trouble brewing in one of the ex-colonies. But needless to say this was a very pleasant surprise. It was a golden opportunity for the Pathfinders to get some operational action in a far-flung, war-blasted, benighted corner of the world.


Top news.


Eddie ‘The White Rabbit’ Newell, the Platoon’s Colour Sergeant, joined us in the office. Like me and Wag, The White Rabbit was a long-serving member of the unit. His role as Colour Sergeant made him a glorified stores man, but it was a necessary stepping-stone to him getting Ops Warrant Officer, once Wag moved on. With his pale, spooky, almost albino look there was no guessing how Eddie had earned the nickname; his hair was as white as snow, and his skin looked as if it never got to see any sunlight.


The White Rabbit measured five-foot-ten, weighed 15 stone and worked out in the gym a lot, but he was known as something of a tortoise-like plodder on the runs. He was no speed athlete or racing snake, yet you’d be sure of Eddie always getting there in the end. He was the third unshakeable pillar of our outfit – one of a three-cornered pyramid formed by Wag, Eddie and me.


Along with Eddie, Captain Robert Donaldson, the Officer Commanding (OC) of our unit, pitched up. They were like beauty and the beast. Tall, suave, with swept-back blond hair, Donaldson had been OC Pathfinders for the past several months, and he was approaching the halfway point in his two-year posting.




From the very first Donaldson had reminded me of Prince Charming from the movie Shrek. Needless to say, he and I couldn’t fail to rub each other up the wrong way. Early on I’d been sent away to do a two-month Arctic survival cadre with the Swedish Special Forces, plus some other elite units. By the time I’d returned Wag had confirmed my worst fears: the verdict of the men was that Donaldson was struggling to make the grade as the Pathfinders’ OC.


A quiet tension simmered just below the surface whenever we were in the same room. But right now we put our differences to one side, for we had some urgent number crunching to do on the Sierra Leone mission. The twelve men on R1 couldn’t deploy. They were on standby for emergencies that constituted a direct threat to the UK. Barring those who were sick or on training, that left twenty-seven Pathfinders ready and able to go.


I headed down to the Interest Room to brief the blokes. The moment the warning went out that we were about to deploy, we’d cut all communications with the outside world. We’d go into strict isolation, with no calls or emails allowed to wives, girlfriends or family. That morning fathers had kissed their kids goodbye and gone into work expecting it to be just another day. Now all of that was about to change. This could be the start of a six-month deployment – for that’s what you signed up for when you joined the Pathfinders.


I started the briefing by outlining what we knew about the mission, which was pretty much bugger all. Then I dropped the bombshell – those who were and weren’t going.


‘R1 guys, you know who you are – you’re staying. The rest of you fit and able blokes not on R1 – get ready.’ I read out the list of names.


The sheer elation on the faces of the chosen was a picture. By contrast, those slated to be left behind instantly started trying to jockey for a position. I silenced the lot of them with a wave of the hand. Plenty of time for that after the briefing was over.




‘Right, patrol commanders,’ I continued. ‘Get away and get some background on Sierra Leone. Get a bloke up to the Maps Room. Do we have 1:25,000 or 1:50,000 scale, or air maps only? You’ll need another guy on the local flora and fauna, plus any climatic conditions that’ll dictate what kit we take. Medics – I need to know about disease types, prophylactics, malaria, and if we have the right drugs to hand …’


The Pathfinder medics had all attended the Patrols Medics cadre – four weeks of intensive training on how to deal with gunshot and shrapnel wounds, plus whatever else might hit us in the types of terrain in which we operate. After that, they’d completed a six-week attachment in an Accident and Emergency unit at a hospital in the UK – dealing with cuts, lacerations, burns, breaks and the like. Finally, they’d done a stint at the Army Dental Corps, learning emergency dental work – chiefly how to use Cavit, a temporary, press-in filling that hardens in the mouth.


At our Wattisham base we had a fully-fledged medical store, complete with a safe stuffed full of morphine, so we could deploy with that to kill the pain of injuries. But with Sierra Leone being cloaked in dense, steamy jungle, it was sure to offer a plethora of venomous snakes, blood-sucking bugs and nasty tropical diseases that we needed to be ready for. No point deploying to war if we all went down with cerebral malaria the moment we set foot on the ground.


If a 1 PARA guy suffered a snakebite in the field, more often than not it could be treated at his headquarters. By contrast, we’d very likely be deployed deep in the jungle where there are no such luxuries. We had to be 100 per cent self-sufficient – hence the high level of medical training, and the kind of kit we had to carry on missions. While on operations we had to presume we could only treat ourselves with what we carried on our persons.


We’d also need water purification kits, to cope with extended periods spent drinking from rivers. We’d need water purification kits such as Millbank bags, plus machetes and mosquito nets. The signallers would need to work out the right radio antennae for use under the deep-jungle canopy, likely battery life in such conditions, and how to keep such delicate kit dry and workable.


The list went on and on.


I finished my briefing with this. ‘Right, we basically know bugger all about this deployment. I want blokes running down every rabbit hole exploring every possibility, so we have all kit possible good to go … Everything else stops. Get on it and get it done.’


I had barely finished speaking when the first dissenter grabbed me. It was Roger Holt, a cracking soldier who’d taken an injury during a recent stint of training, which meant he was off the list to deploy.


‘Mate, get me on it,’ he begged. ‘I don’t care if I’m injured – with morphine and a bandage I’ll muddle through.’


Our unit is a meritocracy. Those who lead do so by dint of their experience, skills and ability, regardless of rank. Everything’s done on first name terms, and it’s the lack of formality and Regular Army bullshit that draws a particular kind of soldier to the Pathfinders. There is no better foundation on which to build an unbreakable esprit de corps.


I told Holty I appreciated his fighting spirit, but he was too badly injured and he’d have to sit this one out. He gave me a look like he’d just been given a death sentence. I knew how he was feeling: a mission such as this one came along seldom, if ever, in most soldiers’ lifetimes.


As blokes bolted from the room, I caught the expressions on their faces. Those who were single were buzzing. This was the chance for what they craved most – operational action. But for the married guys it was all just starting to sink in. It was a Friday, and God only knew what they’d got planned for the weekend. Instead, they were about to disappear with barely a word to their families. Needless to say, being a Pathfinder wasn’t a recipe for a long and happy marriage.
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