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  ‘The events of February 28 are as gripping, agonising and memorable as any modern military memoir’
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  ‘Gripping . . . a gifted writer as well as a genuine hero . . . I am humbled at what these heroes do for us all’


  Literary Review


  ‘The honesty with which Kevin relays his fear, his overwhelming sense that he is going to die, is impressive’


  Daily Telegraph


  ‘Red One is plain-spoken, hearth-thumping stuff’
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  ‘[An] absorbing book . . . At the heart of the book is a taut, riveting account of the events of a single day – February 28, 2006 – when Ivison rushed to the

  scene of an IED ambush on a road known as Red One’


  Daily Mail


  ‘One of the most compelling and emotionally honest accounts of contemporary conflict I’ve ever read’


  Chris Hunter, author of Extreme Risk


  ‘Capt Ivison’s bravery in the face of . . . deadly situations is recounted in colourful detail in Red One’
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  PROLOGUE – THE CULVERT


  January 2006


  I lifted my visor and surveyed the scene, trying to assess the task before me: two bombs, the largest seen in southern Iraq since the coalition had defeated Saddam

  Hussein’s regime over two and a half years ago. My objective was clear: to defuse them. This was the big one: the moment I had dreamt of and trained for since joining the Army seven years

  earlier.




  What I had never imagined all those years ago was the fear. The overwhelming, sickening, paralysing feeling of looking death in the eye. I was now only 20 metres from where I had been told the

  bombs had been placed, and I felt the familiar high of adrenalin and dread. I had first felt it when training; more so when I defused my first grenade on a military range, and now almost every day,

  as my team and I took on the Iranian-backed bombers of the Mahdi army. I was facing the most sophisticated bombs in the most dangerous country in the world – and I loved every single

  moment.




  Now, so close to my quarry, it was fight or flight time: the personal, mental battle to shut out every emotion and instinct that screamed at me to walk away and instead, to push myself forward,

  putting my life on the line once again. So far, fight had won every time.




  I was the Ammunition Technical Officer (ATO) – the Army name for a bomb disposal operator – in Al Amarah, the most violent town in Southern Iraq. I had previously deployed to the

  roughest parts of Northern Ireland, throughout the Balkans and even to Afghanistan, but Al Amarah was something else entirely. This was bandit country, a ‘Wild West’ frontier town on

  the border with Iran where so much British blood had already been spilt since Saddam’s regime had been destroyed in 2003.




  Seven successive British Battle Groups had garrisoned this town since the ground war ended and in that time had won every fight, every contact and every engagement except for the most important

  one of all – the battle for hearts and minds. Even now, three years after British troops first arrived in Al Amarah, with so many lives cut short and with millions of pounds poured into

  reconstruction projects, the locals still detested our presence and frequently let us know it, raining high explosive rockets on to our camp at night and blowing up patrols during the day. It was

  my job to protect the Scots Dragoon Guards Battle Group from both. So far we had lost no one to either. I wasn’t about to let that change today.




  I stood on Route 6, the main artery between Basra, Al Amarah and Baghdad and looked around. The terrain was flat and dusty, punctuated only by the huge tarmac road – beneath which lay my

  prey – and the occasional small brick factory from which long plumes of smoke poured incessantly. The smell of burning clay hung everywhere in Al Amarah giving the town a distinctive smoggy

  atmosphere and yellow-tinged air. The smell was inescapable except in dense urban areas when it was overpowered by the stench of sewage that flowed non-stop in neglected broken pipes beside and

  underneath the road.




  To my left and right, Challenger 2 tanks and Warrior armoured fighting vehicles took up positions in the cordon that was responsible for protecting me from the snipers lurking in the small

  villages nearby and, more importantly, protecting the locals from the explosive power of what I was sure would be the most devastating IEDs (Improvised Explosive Device) we had ever seen. Tank

  commanders armed with binoculars appeared from turrets and, upon spotting potential snipers disappeared back inside to spin the turret and look through infrared sights before reappearing and

  beginning the process again. Looking into the barrel of a 120mm cannon with its high explosive payload and hearing the grunt of 72 tonnes of armour swivelling toward them had so far persuaded all

  would-be assassins that today was not the best day to fight.




  The tanks constantly sought better vantage points and prowled the flat areas at the sides of the road for the ideal spot from which to see as much of the area as possible and unleash their

  awesome firepower if necessary. This was excellent tank country: flat, featureless terrain where no one could escape the infrared sights, high explosive rounds, 7.62mm machine gun or depleted

  uranium darts which would spew out from this fighting machine when required.




  As the rear door of each Warrior sprang open, seven infantrymen sprinted out, zigzagging toward cover behind rocks and in natural dips in the ground. Experienced eyes peered through the thermal

  imaging sight of the Warrior and the SUSAT sights of the men’s SA80s and Minimi machine guns. Inside each armoured vehicle a foot hovered over the trigger pedal which could loose off 30mm

  high explosive rounds at any assailant within 1.5 kilometres of us, destroying all but the hardest targets.




  Overhead a Lynx helicopter circled, the gunner sitting in the left-hand door eyeing likely enemy positions, always ready to swoop and let loose a storm of 7.62mm. Higher still, an American F-18

  Hornet kept watch over us all, its phenomenal arsenal invisible to both us and our enemies on the ground, but ready to hurtle down and evaporate anyone who had chosen today to fight. If anyone was

  suicidal enough to take us on, they would feel the effect of my ‘Love from above’ before the echo of their own shot had faded.




  This awesome military machine had one role today: to help me defuse these bombs and let the people of Al Amarah carry on with their daily lives.




  For a few hours I was definitely the biggest kid in the playground.




  Only a short while ago, an Iraqi Police agent had told us that two bombs had been placed in a culvert underneath the road. The culverts acted as drainage pipes, were less than a metre high, ran

  the full width of the road and, along Route 6, were spaced every 200 metres. Over time, many of them had gradually filled with sewage, mud, debris and, in Al Amarah, IEDs too.




  The agent had described seeing ‘dragon bombs’ – a local term for shaped charges. These devices were capable of punching through the thickest armour and even a tank crew would

  be left with no chance of survival. Anyone patrolling along the road would see neither the culvert nor its deadly contents before the road erupted beneath him.




  The Passive InfraRed (PIR) detector would sense the heat of an armoured vehicle and transmit an electronic signal to the detonator, which sends a supersonic shockwave at over 8,000 metres per

  second throughout the C4 explosive that comprises the bulk of the bomb. The blast alone would tear up the road and hurl a 30-tonne Warrior tens of metres on to its roof, crushing the occupants.

  Worse than that, the detonation wave would also strike a copper cone inserted into one end of the explosive which would collapse in on itself and create an unstoppable jet of molten metal, burning

  through the armour and cooking anyone inside. It wasn’t called the dragon for nothing.




  I would be vaporized if I was within 100 metres of one of them when it exploded.




  It wasn’t just the bombs; I had other problems to deal with. A traffic jam had been caused by the cordon blocking the road and even here, in no man’s land, 100 metres away from the

  nearest car, I could see that the locals were getting seriously pissed off. Men who had been initially good tempered were now leaving their cars and approaching the infantry, demanding to be let

  through. They pointed furiously at young children crying in the back of cars and at fresh produce in trucks destined for markets in Al Amarah. Interpreters struggled to relay the reason for the

  delay; if anyone drove along the road it could trigger an explosion, killing the driver and anyone else within 100 metres. Angry men returned to their cars, fists clenched and arms waving, and

  encouraged others to do the same. Tempers were red hot.




  My radio burst into life.




  ‘This needs to be quick, ATO.’ Even the unflappable infantry commander Sergeant Spire sounded nervous, his deep Glaswegian accent almost drowned out by the noise from the crowd.

  ‘Them fuckers are getting angry.’




  It was getting worse. At the southern cordon another group of Iraqi men were remonstrating with the troops. One was being held back by another as he tried to run towards a Warrior, clutching his

  shoe in his right hand, the ultimate Iraqi insult. More cars joined the queue every minute and pressure was building.




  The area was perfect for snipers and terrorist bombers and I was standing in the middle of the only road in and out of this location, making my movements easy to predict. For all I knew, there

  may have been secondary devices littering my route to the culvert, unseen so far, waiting tirelessly for my arrival. I could have been in the middle of a cross hair from the moment I stepped out of

  my Bucher Duro EOD van. The sniper would only get one shot before the hail of metal and high explosive wiped him from the face of the earth, but that would be enough. Only one week earlier,

  Corporal Alan Douglas was taking down a communications mast on top the police station in town and never even heard the shot that killed him.




  Tasks outside camp were undoubtedly exhilarating – and what we had all joined the Army for – but each of us was aware that we were very much on borrowed time, just one wrong move,

  one squeeze of the trigger away from death. A lot of young British lives had ended in this town over the last few years and there were plenty of people capable of causing much more bloodshed if

  they wished.




  I walked slowly forwards again, searching for anything that looked out of place, something the wrong shade of sandy yellow, something too new, too expensive to belong here, something that

  wasn’t there yesterday, something that just looked . . . wrong. A soldier’s life depended a lot on nothing more than intuition, the indefinable feeling that let you know when the

  trouble was going to start. After nearly three months of hunting bombs on the streets of Al Amarah, my intuition was very good; but then, so was my enemy.




  This task was going to have to be carried out with my hands: no robots, no weapons, no laser beams, no James Bond gadgets, just me and a pair of pliers. The MOD spent millions of pounds on

  sophisticated robots that were ideal in London or Manchester but useless in Iraq. My robot often simply broke down in the Iraqi heat and had no chance of getting down the steep muddy slope to the

  culvert. All that money spent on sophisticated robots, and I was facing two of the biggest bombs ever seen with nothing more than a pair of pliers.




  An ATO would usually wear a heavy armoured suit to guard against blast and fragmentation, but today there was no chance of that: the culverts were too small, so there was no way I could get out

  in a hurry if something went wrong. Instead, I wore my standard issue body armour and helmet. It would offer no protection from bombs of this size, but it might mean that a bit more of me would

  remain intact if they did detonate; if I was lucky I might not completely evaporate.




  I was taking too long. The fear was building inside and the excitement had long since drained away. The mental battle was always tougher than the physical one.




  Fight or flight.




  My heart thumped until I thought I could hear it pounding against the ceramic plates covering my chest inside my armour, sweat streamed down my face and obscured my vision, my brain ran at 1,000

  miles per hour and my legs felt like lead.




  I moved forward.




  Seeing action, the crowd became even more excited and stood on car bonnets, shouting, screaming and pointing at the lone soldier edging towards the culvert. Iraqis were no strangers to violence

  and had seen many ATOs undertake similar tasks. This was my first tour in Iraq; the Iraqis were far more aware than I was of Al Amarah’s insurgents and knew just how vulnerable I was. I just

  hoped the crowd would stay excited and not become bored – I would be in real trouble if they tried to get through the cordon. The reassuring weight of my SA80 rifle and the Browning pistol

  strapped to my leg gave me some comfort, but I’d have had it if they surged.




  I moved forward slowly, stopping after every step, observing, desperate to see anything which would give me a clue as to how these bombs were triggered. I knew there would be a PIR switch hidden

  somewhere, but there could also be a pressure switch, a tripwire or even a radio control pack. I had some control over the first two, but was absolutely reliant on Fitzy my Electronic

  Countermeasures (ECM) Operator or ‘Bleep’ to protect me from radio-controlled bombs. So much of being a bomb disposal operator was about placing your life in others hands. I thanked

  God, Allah, whoever was listening that I had the team I did.




  ‘South cordon is taking some shit now – these guys are fucking pissed off.’ Over the radio I could hear the crowd shouting and screaming whenever Sergeant Spire spoke. If I

  rushed I would die. I just had to hope that the cordon could hold out.




  Another step forward. I remembered what the boss of the Weapons Intelligence Section (WIS) had told me on the secure line minutes before I left camp.




  ‘We must recover these things intact – we need to know exactly how they were built.’ WIS was a secretive branch of the Divisional intelligence cell whose sole job was to work

  out who was planting IEDs, what they were capable of and how to defeat them. Luckily for me, WIS was made up of former ATOs, who fully understood the dangers involved in recovering an IED, although

  most of them hadn’t defused a bomb in years. I could have blown these things up and been back in camp for tea and medals an hour ago, but they were right: if I recovered them, lives could be

  saved in the future.




  Life as a bomb disposal operator was incredibly surreal: it was a running joke at home that I could barely wire a plug, and yet here I was at the business end of one of the most important bomb

  disposal tasks of the conflict so far. If I didn’t recover these bombs intact we would never know how to defeat them. This task was about many more lives than my own.




  Walk, stop, observe; walk, stop, observe; breathe. By the time I was within 10 metres of the culvert I was exhausted, my combats soaked with sweat. It was not so much the physical exertion of

  carrying my equipment, but the mental fatigue of intense concentration and the constant fear that someone, somewhere may choose to press a button, attach a battery or connect the wire at any

  moment, triggering the device and turning me into red mist.




  I stopped 5 metres short of the culvert, lay on my front and took in every detail before me. I was not looking for big battery packs, large burning fuses or sticks of dynamite strapped together;

  my enemy was far too capable to leave obvious signs. Like an animal tracker, I looked for the tiniest detail that might give an indication of what lay ahead: footprints, discarded cigarettes,

  pieces of paper and drag marks were all signals that something had happened here recently. In training I was also told to be suspicious if I encountered ‘the absence of the normal, the

  presence of the abnormal’. If this area looked as if it had been tidied up, that would be just as suspect as seeing footprints leading into the culvert.




  In addition to the unintentional signs of activity I also looked for any deliberate signs of danger. IEDs, like minefields, are often marked, to make life easier for the insurgent. If my enemy

  was 300 metres away waiting for me to crawl up to the bomb before initiating it, he would need to know two things: where I was and where the bomb was.




  This is not as easy as it sounds.




  The enemy tactic of camouflaging IEDs often made it extremely difficult for them to see their own devices. No doubt the insurgent could see me easily – after all, there was only one man

  crawling slowly along this 200-metre stretch of road – so he might choose to mark the location of the bomb with something obvious. He could leave a small pile of stones at the side of the

  road, place his bomb near a lamp-post with a flag hanging at its top or even hide his bomb in some obvious street furniture. From that point, targeting was very simple: wait until I, a tank or any

  other patrol got close to the marker and it would all be over. The enemy would have pressed the button and disappeared from view before the smoke had drifted from the crater.




  I could see nothing. Nothing unusual at all. It would be very difficult to move two heavy shaped charges without leaving any sign whatsoever. My heart sank. Maybe this was a ‘false’

  or a ‘hoax’ – an operation that required huge amounts of effort and put many people in harm’s way, outside the protection of the camp, for nothing. Tasks like this were

  common, chipped away at morale and depleted my team’s limited reserves of courage, adrenaline and patience for no real gain.




  I should have known better than to trust the Iraqi Police; they were corrupt, notoriously unreliable and had been accomplices in more than one British fatality.




  It mattered little. There was no way I could declare the site safe until I had fully examined every part of it. My drills and skills had to remain immaculate regardless of the likelihood of

  finding a device. If I got sloppy and word got back to the insurgents, they would exploit it and I would be history. Worse still, they could target my replacement.




  Only a short, steep, filthy slope lay between me and the dry stream bed which marked the opening of the culvert. Inch by inch I moved forward, every discarded Coke can, plastic bag and small

  mound checked by sight, metal detector and hand before edging a fraction forward. Better ATOs than I had lost limbs and even their lives due to tiny errors of judgement or simple misfortune, so I

  was absolutely meticulous, with no part of my body straying from my cleared ‘safe lane’. If nothing else, a ‘false’ task like this was good practice for the real thing.




  My PRR buzzed with the usual cordon chatter – although they were stationary there was a constant need for updates.




  ‘Red car approaching, slowing, two male occupants.’




  ‘Roger.’




  ‘Car stopped – no threat.’




  While I was so exposed, the chatter was reassuring. I had only to concentrate on my task; the really tough job of controlling the crowd was left to the cordon troops.




  I crept forward a little more. The stream bed that ran through the culvert was strewn with litter, sewage, rotting weeds and the ubiquitous Coke bottles. Now, at the bottom of the slope, I could

  peer right into the culvert. It was dark, cold and even narrower than I had imagined. Faint shadows only a few metres into the darkness caught my eye, probably more rubbish that had been washed

  underneath. I crawled in and felt my chest tighten and my pulse rise with a wave of claustrophobia. Only moments after I disappeared inside the culvert my PRR erupted with noise.




  ‘STOP OR I’LL FUCKING SHOOT!’, someone screamed.




  ‘ATO, GET THE FUCK OUT OF THERE!’ Sergeant Spire’s voice.




  ‘STOP STOP STOP, FUCKING STOP!’ another voice echoed around the culvert.




  Shit – someone was near me.




  The sound of a weapon being cocked was both unmistakable and terrifying as I was briefly trapped underground. My claustrophobia was quickly forgotten as I threw myself out of the culvert,

  grabbed my SA80 rifle and sprinted up the bank to the road, through the area that I had just cleared.




  It was mayhem.




  A red car had breached the perimeter to my left. Racing towards it from my right was the Royal Engineers Search Advisor (RESA), Sergeant Jones, with his rifle raised. I was standing in the

  middle of the road with a suicidal driver speeding towards me, and every chance of 5.56mm rounds zipping in the opposite direction. Above me the Lynx was dropping like a stone to turn this car into

  a colander if it went any further. At the same time, half a dozen Perkins engines roared into life as the Challengers and Warriors spun towards the road.




  The car slowed and the whole world fell deadly silent.




  It wasn’t just me who faced fight or flight today; inside the car a middle-aged Iraqi stayed perfectly still for a moment, his eyes fixed on the road ahead, trying to ignore the volume of

  armaments trained at his head.




  Fight or flight.




  ‘Get out of the car!’ Sergeant Jones had run from the cordon and was now only 20 metres to my right, his rifle pinned to his shoulder, the red laser attached to his barrel darting up

  and down with his laboured breathing, but never leaving the face of the driver.




  Flight.




  Our new friend held his hands in the air and slumped into his seat, cursing loudly. It was impatience, not malice, that had caused him to breach the cordon, but the threat of suicide bombers in

  Al Amarah was high. He very nearly lost his life because of it.




  Our pulses were raised and the crowd knew it; they had seen our reaction to a single vehicle and knew there would be no second chances.




  With tensions high it was now more important than ever to get this over with quickly. Back at the culvert I began my search again; it was about 10 metres long and I had searched only 2 metres of

  it. I would do the rest quickly, out of sight of the enemy, and get out of there.




  Drag marks.




  I froze; the marks were deep and led to the shadows I had seen earlier. Was this it? I continued to search carefully, centimetre by centimetre, using both hands. Progress was agonizingly slow as

  I inched forward, my small mouth-torch allowing only 30 centimetres of visibility.




  I knew the enemy well and tried to imagine how they would have planned this attack. It would be so easy to put a booby trap down here and kill me. They would know that my robot could never get

  in here and that I would have no option but to clear the area myself. It would be easy to hide a small pressure-activated IED inside the culvert. One false move, one lapse in concentration . . . I

  didn’t even want to think about it.




  Amidst the filth of the culvert was old discarded wire and the remnants of a broken TV that had been dumped at the other end of the culvert and over the years had been eroded by the stream. Old

  rusted circuit boards and wire had broken off, and over time had embedded themselves in the mud. The enemy had chosen a site where everything looked like a bomb. They were so good.




  Every item could be booby-trapped, and I struggled to maintain my discipline as I searched around each object before throwing it behind me and carrying on. Time was short and I was getting

  frustrated. My PRR had long gone silent due to the mass of concrete above me and I had no idea what state the crowd were in.




  By now I must only be half a metre away from where I had seen the shadows earlier. Placing my metal detector down in front of me I searched for pressure pads and loose trip wires with my

  fingertips. This was bomb disposal at its most basic.




  Moments later I retreated toward the entrance to the culvert, slumped against the bank and held my PRR. It had been a long day. I reached for the small green press-to-talk switch and a familiar

  electronic beep let me know I was transmitting.




  ‘Bingo! Got them.’




  





  1. BUILD UP




  I was born in Shrewsbury in May 1981 and lived in military quarters and barracks in Shropshire and York before the whole family – Mum, Dad, my sister Sarah and I –

  left the UK in 1984 for five years on the front line of the Cold War in Germany.




  Dad was an infantryman – a Warrant Officer Class Two by the time his 25-year-career ended – and I spent much of my remarkably happy childhood clambering over armoured vehicles,

  firing rifles and running over assault courses. I loved it. The Army felt natural, like family. It was home.




  Nevertheless, the streets of Al Amarah, fighting in Iraq or becoming a bomb disposal operator were beyond my imagination as aged 8, I looked out of the window of my school in Germany and saw

  soldiers with heavy packs sprinting past, their faces covered with camouflage paint and creased with pain.




  Every couple of months a long snake of 432 Armoured Personnel Carriers (APC) would rumble past, hundreds of tonnes of armour shaking the classroom, rattling the windows and causing my heart to

  race. From the commander’s hatch of the lead vehicle a man with a face covered in mud would appear, always wearing the same green helmet covered with twigs and leaves, his goggles encrusted

  with dirt, his skin tainted by worn-in camouflage paint and eyes that looked as if he hadn’t slept for days. As I waved excitedly, Dad would throw up a mock salute in return, his unmistakable

  smile breaking through the layers of paint, filth and tiredness. He was returning from exercise and I wouldn’t have seen him for at least three weeks.




  I listened intently when Dad returned from exercise to our tiny flat in Paderborn to tell me that he had once again beaten the Russians, that he had personally accounted for the destruction of a

  least a dozen enemy armoured personnel carriers with his precision mortar fire, and that we could sleep safely once again. The 50,000-man British Army of the Rhine (BAOR), Dad told me, was all that

  stood between the massive Soviet forces – constantly poised, ready to strike – and Britain.




  The first time I ever saw a Russian in real life, he was pointing a rifle at my mother. We had travelled to Berlin in 1988 to peek behind the Iron Curtain when my mum had opened the car door at

  Checkpoint Charlie in order to relieve the stifling summer heat. That sound, the metallic clatter of rifle working parts slamming into position, seemed to last a lifetime as the guard screamed at

  her to get back in the car. Even my Dad, in full dress uniform, could do nothing as more rifles swung towards us. I was 7 years old but already had a very strong sense of right and wrong; pointing

  a rifle at a woman trying to cool her children down was wrong, and the frustration of my inaction burned inside me.




  Life as a child in BAOR was to live a life under threat. The Cold War simmered constantly without ever boiling over, but the conflict with the Provisional IRA exploded with regular, predictable

  certainty. Even in Germany, hundreds of miles from the streets of Belfast, the Provisionals haunted us with their bullets and bombs: I knew how to check for booby-traps under a car ten years before

  I learned to drive one.




  Some of my starkest memories are of terrorist acts. For a 7-year-old, the hours locked indoors as bomb disposal teams combed the area outside our flat after another warning were thrilling;

  watching my father stare at the television as the news relayed yet more stories of soldiers being shot, blown up or butchered, was not.




  Looking back, I was always going to join the Army; it just took me a few years to realize it.




  My childhood had been militarily nomadic, moving from home to home as my father’s Army career led us from my birthplace of Shropshire to York, Germany and finally

  Lancashire. At secondary school I briefly flirted with the idea of becoming an illustrator, an actor, a lawyer or an engineering apprentice, but these romances were all short-lived. I had no idea

  what I wanted to do, but I knew that most normal jobs just didn’t fit the bill. Something was missing; I needed to be passionate about my chosen career.




  My father left the Army in 1994. For the next two years I barely thought of soldiers, tanks or guns, until I attended an Army awareness day organized by my school. Within minutes of arriving at

  Fulwood Barracks in Preston, however, I was hooked, the sight of armoured vehicles and soldiers, the smells of camouflage netting and green tents and the sounds of bullets cracking through the air

  taking me straight back to my childhood. I had grown up with the Army and hadn’t even realized how much I had missed it.




  ‘Mum, I’m joining the Army!’ My 15-year-old face was alight with excitement. My mother, having only recently seen her husband retire, and terrified of losing

  her son to the military, wept the tears of someone who had waited for this inevitable but nonetheless painful day to arrive.




  She sniffed as she mopped at her tears:




  ‘Me and your dad will support you whatever you decide to do, but for God’s sake at least join as an officer.’ She carefully explained that officers started at a higher rank,

  had the potential to earn more money and appeared to have an easier, more glamorous life.




  I was sold.




  That night, the stack of war memoirs that my dad had collected over the years was piled up by the side of my bed and I began to read. My thirst for information was unquenchable; personal

  accounts of the Falklands War, the Gulf War and the Troubles in Northern Ireland left me spellbound into the early hours.




  The Falklands War set my imagination on fire; this was the rawest of wars, attrition by two infantry-based armies meeting at close quarters, often within bayonet range, victory achieved only by

  the brutal application of force and extreme violence of a kind I could barely comprehend. It was the rawness of the combat that kept me turning the pages, man versus man, my skill against your

  skill, my strength against your strength. This wasn’t a war of high technology; battles were not won by Tomahawk Cruise missiles, stealth fighters or pilotless drones; this was filthy,

  exhausting, bloody combat of the most basic kind, the kind that had barely changed since the evolution of mankind.




  Just as fascinating as the battles were accounts of the long periods of inaction, of waiting. Many writers described the incessant shelling from Argentinean mortars and artillery on dug-in

  British troops, and its effect on their minds. Initially these attacks caused terror and confusion, then the soldiers seemed to cope by developing an almost apathetic attitude, a complacency

  towards the menace posed by these barrages. But even an instrument as sophisticated as the human mind could only take so much, the mortars gradually chipping away at the courage of those on the

  receiving end. Men became irritable, angry, sometimes very quiet and occasionally cracked under the increasing pressure of endless fear they named shell shock.




  I wondered how it was possible to deal with such sustained onslaught? If some of the finest fighting troops in the world could become ineffective after this kind of mental torture how on earth

  would I cope?




  The first Gulf War in 1991 already seemed more distant, less personal and more clinical in its application of force. This was a war of science, of technology and of the

  ‘Smart Bomb’. Half a decade earlier I had watched in awe as the news showed high explosive missiles entering pre-selected windows in target buildings, after skimming along the ocean for

  hundreds of miles. Was this the new kind of combat? Had soldiers been removed from war, replaced by circuit boards and infrared seeker heads, relegated to the occasional skirmish to mop up a

  woefully under-equipped enemy who was quicker to surrender than fight?




  The images of Apache gunships, F-117 Nighthawk stealth bombers and Patriot missiles were seen through the grainy, green-tinged night vision cameras that characterized the war. This was a very

  different kind of combat, but it was no less enthralling.




  Northern Ireland was different altogether and held the most fascination for me. My father had served in Northern Ireland for a large portion of his career and had often told me

  of his experiences. The near misses, such as the time he tripped over a can of paint, only to see the wall behind him sprayed with a long line of bullets; the blowing up by terrorist bombs of

  members of his battalion and the constant threat posed by the Provisional IRA; the never opening a car door without first searching underneath it for bombs.




  The Troubles was a war on my doorstep, and due to my Irish Catholic roots, one that felt much more personal than the others. I was sickened by the brutality of the terrorists’ attacks

  – such as at Warrenpoint, when eighteen British soldiers were killed by an IRA bomb, and the Remembrance Day killings in Enniskillen – and I was also amazed by the ineptitude of the

  British strategy to win peace. Internment seemed to be the most effective way that I could think of to energize the extremist Republican population.




  As I read of the Shankhill Butchers who abducted, tortured and slashed their way through at least thirty lives, and the harrowing killing of the two Royal Signals Corporals who mistakenly drove

  into a Republican funeral, I tried to understand the hatred that defined this conflict.




  The Troubles were about more than just a border, religion or which side of the peace wall a family lived. There seemed to be too much hatred, too much history and too much blood spilt to ever

  imagine a peaceful outcome. This was my first foray into the world of lies, deceit, bullets and bombs that is terrorism, and the aim of winning over a population rather than just beating them into

  submission. This kind of conflict seemed to be the most intellectually taxing of all. No one would carpet bomb Belfast, no smart bombs would be dropped through Londonderry windows, but still the

  battle had to be won.




  From my reading I saw that there appeared to be two kinds of courage: the fiery courage that was seen during the attacks on Tumbledown and Mount Longdon, and the colder, calmer courage required

  to survive mentally through mortar bombardments and long patrols through the rolling, deadly, fields of South Armagh. Courage was an indefinable, immeasurable quality that was highly prized but

  barely understood. What on earth made a man better in combat than the person next to him? How did people perform incredible acts of bravery when the odds seemed hopelessly stacked against them?




  How would I cope?




  Even in my mid teens I knew there would be only one way to answer that question. The only thing of which I was absolutely certain was that I had found my calling – my passion.




  My route to Sandhurst took in a two-year spell at Welbeck College, an Army-funded boarding school for those intending to pursue a career as an army officer. It fed my appetite for long sports

  afternoons, leadership training and interaction with the military units that visited frequently. My love for all things military, sporting and adventurous surpassed my love of all things academic

  by some distance, and I barely scraped through each term, never rising above the bottom quarter. Thankfully my grades were just good enough for entry to Sandhurst and I was awarded a place starting

  in January 2000.




  Before Sandhurst, and seeing an opportunity for a spot of adventure, I arranged a three-month attachment to my father’s old battalion, the 1st Battalion, The Queen’s Lancashire

  Regiment (1 QLR) who were based in Omagh, Northern Ireland. Only a year had passed since a huge car bomb exploded in the centre of the town, killing twenty-nine people, and reminders of that day

  were everywhere. The shock of it still reverberated through 1 QLR and the locals who had suffered and were still suffering as a result of it.




  Within a month of arriving and immersing myself in the rhythm of life in an infantry battalion I had noticed that one building in camp was off limits to all but a select few. Sirens frequently

  blared across the barracks as the bomb disposal team sped from this building in their Tactica armoured vehicles. Myths surrounded the nerve, courage and capabilities of these men, known universally

  as ‘Felix’ or ATO. They lived alone, separate from the remainder of 1 QLR, emerging from their compound only for emergencies and seemingly accorded Godlike status from the battalion and

  wider Army.




  There were only six ATOs in Northern Ireland, and no one else was deemed capable of taking on the Provisional IRA’s best bomb-makers. The ATO’s word was law. It mattered little if he

  was a sergeant and the infantry incident commander was a warrant officer, captain or colonel – during bomb disposal operations he outranked them all.




  I frequently found reasons to walk past the secluded ATO compound. It was adorned on the outside with items I knew to be improvised mortars such as the infamous Provisional IRA Barrack Buster

  with its devastating high explosive payload. Through the wire fence it was possible to see strange-looking robots being contorted into obscure shapes by operators clutching remote controls. Others

  ferried thick green suits from the back of the Tactica to the offices – suits I had seen on television being worn by bomb disposal men. I was seeing a very different side of the Army to life

  in an infantry battalion. There was no shouting or parades; just a very close-knit team doing what they had to do.




  I couldn’t leave Omagh without finding out as much as I could about these men, so I found myself volunteering to join another group of potential officers as they visited the many different

  areas of the battalion. I sat still, barely moving, as the ATO described the threat from IEDs in Northern lreland, including a Barrack Buster which had been fired at Bessbrook Mill in South Armagh.

  Entranced, I whistled involuntarily as he showed pictures of the aftermath of the Omagh bomb and recent car bombs in Belfast.




  The ATO explained that he not only led the team but was also responsible for walking down the road and defusing the bombs – ‘The Longest Walk’. There was no delegation; no one

  else in the team could fulfil that role, only the main man. The buck started and stopped with him.
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