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Glossary


2 LANCS – 2nd Battalion, the Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment


2/4/10 – 2nd Battalion, 4th Brigade, 10th Division of the Iraqi Army


3/4/10 – 3rd Battalion, 4th Brigade, 10th Division of the Iraqi Army


ARF – Airborne Reaction Force


BDU – Battle Dress Uniform


CAN – Camp Abu Naji


CO – Commanding Officer


CP – Close Protection


DBE – Department of Border Enforcement


DFID – Department for International Development


EFP – Explosively Formed Projectile


HME – Home Made Explosive


IDF – Indirect Fire


IED – Improvised Explosive Device


IFV – Infantry Fighting Vehicle


JAM – Jaish al-Mahdi


LEC – Locally Employed Civilian


MiTT – Military Transition Team


MoD – Ministry of Defence


NCO – Non-Commissioned Officer


NVG – Night Vision Goggles


OC – Officer Commanding


OPTAG – Operational Training and Advisory Group


PDT – Pre-Deployment Training


PIC – Provincial Iraqi Control


PIR – Passive Infra-Red sensor


PKM – Soviet Machine Gun


PRR – Personal Role Radio


PTSD – Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder


PWRR – Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment


QM – Quartermaster


QRH – Queen’s Royal Hussars


REME – Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers


RiP – Relief in Place


RLC – Royal Logistics Corps


RMP – Royal Military Police


RPG – Rocket-Propelled Grenade


RSM – Regimental Sergeant Major


RSOI – Reception, Staging and Onward Integration


RTA – Road Traffic Accident


RV – Rendezvous Point


SAF – Small Arms Fire


SITREP – Situation Report


SQMS – Squadron Quartermaster-Sergeant


SSM – Squadron Sergeant Major


TA – Territorial Army


VCP – Vehicle Check Point


VP – Vulnerable Point










Author’s Note


This is a story about British soldiers on active service. It is compiled from diary entries, emails home, hurried scrawls in a notebook, and my own imperfect memory to fill in the gaps. Names have been changed, and some details glossed over when they have either been shunted out of my hippocampus by nineteen years, two children and the name of every single one of the Paw Patrol characters, or to respect people’s privacy. But if it wouldn’t win any prizes for official history, it is as close a reflection of the spirit and characters of those times as I could make it.


I have tried to tell it like it was (or at least, how it looked to us). As such, certain passages in the book may offend; British soldiers are many things, but Regency-era debutantes they are not. If anything you read does make you uncomfortable, then I can only apologise and offer up the defence of authenticity. And reassure you that it’s probably not half as uncomfortable as when your editor, sitting opposite you in a brightly lit office buzzing with impossibly glamorous publishing types, carefully clears his throat and observes, ‘There’s rather a lot of . . . masturbation in the book, isn’t there?’


Finally, a word to the Iraqi Army. I have managed to eke out over 300 pages from my eyeblink of a seven-month tour. Their stories, from twenty years (and counting) since the invasion, would fill the British Library. The ones we worked with were simultaneously maddening, corrupt, brilliant, crafty, ingenious, inept, brave and lazy. But when it really mattered, they delivered. And two years after we had left Basra, they stepped up and retook a city the British Army had lost. As much as it’s for anyone, this book is for them.
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The Great Escape


The militia gunman is the other side of that door.


I can hear him clearly through the breeze-block wall that separates us – roaring defiance between long bursts on the machine gun which caught half the troop in the open, five minutes ago. He must know his time is nearly up. He must have heard the shouts as we pounded up the stairs to the second floor, searching for the window where the sudden four-leaf clover of his muzzle blast had come from. But he doesn’t care. He’s got what he came for. The evidence for that is lying face down and motionless in the street below.


I plant the butt of my rifle in my shoulder and glance at the soldier beside me. He’s blinking over and over again. Either the sweat’s dripped into his eyes or he – like me – can’t comprehend what’s happened to our quiet, early morning patrol. But when I nod, he will put his boot straight into that lock. And I will clear the room. I will kill whoever’s behind that door. I feel for the small metal nub of my change lever and click it down. A for Automatic. Then I take one last shuddering breath. And nod.


The door explodes open and I am in the room before the gunman can even register the movement. He’s crouched by the window, cradling the machine gun as it leaps and judders, one hand feeding a long, copper-coloured belt of ammunition into its hungry breech. Then his head whips round towards me. But it’s too late. It’s a lifetime too late. Because I am five yards away, and I have him cold.


I pull the trigger.


Click.


The dead man’s click.


The whole world seems to drop away. And all I can see is the face of the gunman, framed by a tattered, red-and-white keffiyeh. His lip curls in a slow smile of realisation. Then he stares straight at me.


‘Oh. My. God . . . you absolute wanker! Fuck me, mate, you should see your face . . .’


Later on, after a withering debrief from the Directing Staff – complete with sarcastic congratulations on the first attempt in British Army history to clear a room using telekinesis – I worked out that I’d bollocksed up my magazine change. Do it right, and you’ll burst into the gunman’s eyrie with thirty rounds of deadly 5.56mm in your rifle and one already in the chamber. Do it the way I did, and you may as well kick in the door and point a copy of HELLO! at him. Thank God it was only an exercise.


On the long drive back from Salisbury Plain to London and our Territorial Army (TA) Centre, I thought about whether I’d rather take on a real-life enemy machine-gunner with a rifle that went click, or go back to work tomorrow. But it was no contest really; I’d have stormed Omaha Beach with a Nerf gun if it meant avoiding another Monday morning at my job. I was a teacher, and I hated it. No, scratch that. I loathed it.


My short career had been an ocean-going disaster from day one. The school was like The Hunger Games and I was the worst teacher there. Possibly anywhere. It wasn’t the kids’ fault; lots of them had the kind of home lives that meant it would have been a minor miracle if they weren’t sociopaths. But that’s pretty scant comfort when you’re the one picking the Pritt Stick out of your eyebrows for the third time in a week.


My one outlet was TA weekends like the one I’d just finished. After endless cortisol-soaked days of frantically trying to persuade eleven-year-olds that nailing your neighbour’s hand to their desk with a compass wouldn’t actually make you feel any better, it was quite ironic that spending a weekend bayonetting straw-filled dummies and screaming did such wonders for my own mental health.


And now it looked like it might even get me out of teaching for good. Several members of my TA regiment had recently come back from Iraq. They appeared – on the face of it, anyway – happy and whole, with Love Island tans and a seemingly endless supply of cool stories, which I was pretty sure would knock the socks off the kinds of girls who normally just ignored me at parties (i.e., all of them). I wasn’t particularly interested in fighting anyone, but long-range desert patrols and bustling bazaars straight out of Arabian Nights were starting to sound a lot more appealing than another year in Enfield confiscating Nokia 3210s and being reminded I was a ‘fucking bellend’ five times a day. It also looked like the Army would need the manpower.


With an impressive disregard for the fact that Iraq wasn’t so much teetering on the brink of a civil war, as it was standing in thin air ten feet clear of the brink and staring comically at the camera, Wile E. Coyote style, the British government had just made a very hefty troop commitment to Afghanistan. Judging by the number of mobilisation letters now going around the TA, we were well past barrel-scraping territory. In fact, it seemed a lot like the barrel was now upside down and being banged hopefully on the bottom to see if any dregs fell out. It was clear that if I wanted, I could be one of those dregs.


I made my mind up the very next day. It was a dank December morning and I was teaching a Year 8 class on Henry VIII. I wasn’t really, of course. I was shouting something about monasteries while thirty-odd twelve-year-olds variously carried on animated conversations, flicked spit wads at each other, or simply sat there quietly devouring all the Blu Tack. Then it all kicked off at Dillon and Curtis’ desk.


As with any good blood feud, the original reason behind Curtis and Dillon’s implacable enmity had long since been lost in the mists of time. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop them trying to take each other apart like Frazier vs Ali every time they entered the same classroom. By the time I scurried over clucking, Dillon had bypassed all the usual pleasantries, removed the protective guard, and pushed the big red button marked ‘Your Mum’. As any schoolboy knows, there is no verbal escalation possible beyond this point. I could already see Curtis reaching for Dillon’s shirt collar.


I was saved by the arrival of the Head of Music, who rapped on the door and brightly announced it was time for Curtis to come and collect his violin. For a moment I was confused; this was a bit like asking Genghis Khan to come and pick up his easel. Then I remembered that as one of its regular Hail Mary plays to turn things round, the school had started dishing out free musical instruments to some of its more obvious headcases.


The idea was that music might soothe their troubled souls, or at least reduce the rate at which they were vigorously flushing their peers’ heads down the toilet. Privately I doubted Curtis had a musical bone in his body, but it wasn’t my idea and if it got him out of the classroom they could let him lead the London Philharmonic string section for all I cared. Prising him apart from Dillon, I thrust him gratefully towards the door and he wandered off down the corridor to collect his prize.


Peace descended for the next twenty minutes or so, at which point Curtis returned, violin in hand. I am no musician, but it looked like a beauty, all sinuous lines and richly coloured whorls. Curtis seemed thrilled with it, clutching it so hard his little fingers were white, while his other hand stroked its glistening surfaces. Even Dillon stared, Curtis’ mum temporarily put aside. As it were.


‘What a lovely violin, Curtis,’ I said, as he returned to his desk. ‘When will you start your lessons?’


Curtis beamed, still standing, and shrugged wordlessly. A great sigh of happiness seemed to consume his small body, and as he breathed out he lifted his violin high above his head, as if to show it to the world. Then, still smiling beatifically, he brought it thundering down and broke it clean in two over Dillon’s head.


I volunteered for Iraq that afternoon.


Thursday, 5 January 2006 – London


Mobilisation paperwork arrived today; a big brown envelope marked ‘On Her Majesty’s Service’ hits the doormat with a thunk that sounds like freedom. If this was a film, I’d spend the rest of the day smoking pensively while it sat unopened on the kitchen table. But I’ve just spent several months being worked over by Enfield’s answer to Children of the Corn, and this envelope is my get-out. So instead I more or less float to work and tender my resignation before morning break. In a mark of the deep esteem in which the school holds my teaching abilities, it’s accepted before lunchtime.


The paperwork itself is light on detail, but there are a few clues; I will deploy to Iraq in April, on Operation TELIC 8,1 with a regiment called the Queen’s Royal Hussars (QRH). They are based in Sennelager, Germany, and I am to get myself out there to join them for pre-deployment training as soon as possible. Finally, I am assured that my mobilisation arises only after ‘much careful thought by the Secretary of State for Defence’. I bet they say that to all the girls. At least I hope they do. Otherwise the war effort’s in a lot more trouble than I’d thought.


Tuesday, 10 January 2006 – Sennelager


I fly to Hanover in the evening, and find a bored trooper from the QRH waiting to give me a lift to Sennelager (‘Probably the worst lager in the world, sir . . .’). We’re in a decrepit Army minibus, so even the slow lane on the autobahn feels like entering hyperdrive in the Millennium Falcon, and we don’t arrive until well after midnight.


The QRH’s barracks is a collection of low huts, set deep in a freezing cold pine forest, with all the cheery ambience of a Siberian logging camp. It was put up as temporary accommodation immediately after the war by the British occupation authorities, who would presumably be quite surprised to see 500 soldiers still bitching endlessly about having to live there some sixty years later. I find a note in the Officers’ Mess telling me to report to B Squadron in the morning.


I’ve had some time to do a bit of research on the QRH since getting the mobilisation paperwork, and am beginning to feel a healthy sense of imposter syndrome. They are an armoured cavalry regiment, which means they go to war in Challenger 2; 75 tons of Main Battle Tank with a 120mm barrel on the front.


In my TA unit, by contrast, we use arthritic 1970s Land Rovers and shoot pencil flares out of the window when we’re pretending to fire the main gun. Which isn’t actually a gun, it’s a broomstick covered in black gaffer tape and tied to the roof with bungee cords. And the QRH have been to Iraq before. Not to mention Kosovo, Bosnia, and Northern Ireland before that. In fact, they are probably one of the most operationally experienced units in the Army today.


I think back to my four weeks of panicked TA officer training at Sandhurst. We’d gone through the motions – patrols, ambushes, platoon attacks – basically the full warfighting menu. But a month is not that long to learn how to be a soldier. Particularly not when you’re spending a lot of your time discreetly trying to check whether you’ve got your helmet on backwards, or remember where you were in this particular forest when you last saw your rifle. Our instructors, seasoned infantry veterans with a daysack full of stories from Crossmaglen and Sarajevo, had obviously despaired of us, and spent most of our post-exercise debriefs informing us that we were all living proof that evolution can go backwards, while angrily kicking nearby saplings to death.


Quite how the Army has concluded that this blink-and-you’d-miss-it level of professional training qualifies me for active service  is a mystery. But there isn’t a great deal I can do about it now. As I stare at the ceiling of my room in the Officers’ Mess, listening to the wind battering the pine trees, I reassure myself that the grown-ups will have a plan. They will have combed through a big manila personnel file stuffed with meticulous records of everything I’ve done in the TA. Whatever it is they want me to do in Iraq, it will be fully in keeping with my very limited military skills.


Probably something in the operations room. Or maybe some kind of liaison job. After all, I’m with the Regular Army now. They’ll know what they’re doing.


Wednesday, 11 January 2006 – Sennelager


I will be leading a fighting troop in Basra.


My new squadron leader, a small, ebullient major called Jonty, delivers the news as if he’s telling me I’ve won the Thunderball draw. I goggle blankly at him and try not to be sick in my mouth. Apparently B Squadron are short of an officer, so I’m now Third Troop Leader. I suppose you can see why Jonty is expecting me to be thrilled. This is exactly what officers are supposed to join the Army for; to lead men, be the tip of the spear, deliver cold Sheffield steel to the Queen’s enemies and all that.


And it’s not like I haven’t led a troop before. But that was cosplaying around Wiltshire with half a dozen TA soldiers, all of whom would go back to being accountants or electricians on Monday morning, no matter how many times I got them ‘killed’ doing something stupid. It’s a long way from being given sole charge of twelve professional soldiers on a real-life operational tour.


This is a very grave business. And quite likely to put a few people in one if I fuck it all up. In fairness to Jonty, it isn’t like he doesn’t recognise the seriousness of what he’s asking. After giving me a quick rundown on the troop, he cheerfully informs me that ‘if you turn out to be shit, I’ll just sack you.’ Which has to be the most stirring vote of military confidence since some unnamed Israelite handed David his slingshot and asked, in a roundabout kind of way, what size sandals he took.


I walk to the tank park to meet the troop, and busy myself with a quickfire round of catastrophising on the way over. What if they ask about my actual experience? What if I make a total tit of myself during the training? What if they demand a proper troop leader instead of a TA one? By the time I get over there, I have more or less resigned myself to meeting a wall of soldiers coming towards me with their arms linked and singing ‘Give Peace a Chance’, on their way to telling Jonty that they’re not going to Iraq after all.


A gaggle of soldiers stands behind a tank with ‘3–0’ written on the back. I walk towards them with what I hope is a purposeful, martial stride, but which on reflection probably just makes me look like I’m recovering from a scrotal tuck. A man the approximate size of a JCB backhoe loader introduces himself as Sergeant Mason and gets the soldiers on parade.


With a rictus grin on my face I introduce myself as their new troop leader (glossing over the fact that last week, Matthew, I was a humanities teacher from North London), stammer a few details about the next months’ training that Jonty has just told me, then ask if there are any questions. Not exactly Henry V before Agincourt. And the troop don’t look remotely inspired; I’m not expecting anyone to leap onto a chair and start shouting, ‘O Captain! My Captain!’, but these lads are showing all the visceral emotion of pensioners who’ve fallen asleep listening to Test Match Special. On the other hand they don’t look visibly mutinous either. And I haven’t thrown up all over my shoes. So I’m counting it as a win.


Sgt Mason takes me to his small office and makes me what he calls a ‘Julie Andrews’.2 Then he talks me through Third Troop’s soldiers; who the drivers are, who’s good on a machine gun, who’s generally reliable, and who has Platinum Elite status at the Sennelager garrison cells. He is straight out of central casting, six foot one with the torso of Goliath’s harder brother, hair shaved to the skull, and a voice like aggregate being crushed. I am very aware that getting our relationship right will be the making – or breaking – of me.


Ideally you want it to be a neat symbiosis; a partnership for the common good. Like those clownfish that can live snugly inside poisonous sea anemones, and in return defend the anemones from other fish trying to eat them.3 The troop leader makes the tactical decisions, reads the maps and occasionally murmurs, ‘Very good, carry on,’ like David Niven when they’re not sure what to do next. The troop sergeant looks after the equipment and the administration, and channels Captain Bligh on the Bounty if any of the boys step out of line.


But while you’d be a special kind of idiot not to listen to the man with the decade-plus of experience, the troop leader is ultimately in charge. If anything goes wrong – we lose a weapon, a vehicle gets trashed, the boys desert en masse and join a passing circus – it’s my feet that will be in Jonty’s in-tray. Even so, I have heard several discomfiting stories about newly arrived young officers being told by their troop sergeants to pipe down and keep their sticky little hands to themselves. Luckily Sgt Mason seems to have a much more modern approach to parenting, and we agree that I will make the decisions, while he will only intervene if it appears that someone is about to lose an eye.
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Tin City


Thursday, 19 January 2006 – Sennelager


Pre-deployment training – PDT – starts today. And it’s clear we need it.


When I first joined the Army, I’d been very impressed by a recruitment brochure which described soldiers as being like Premier League footballers; finely honed athletes ready to go at a moment’s notice. That’s what they’d like you to think. In reality, between operational tours (and particularly straight after Christmas leave), many soldiers more closely resemble a League Two player-manager with a fucked ACL and a forty-a-day Superkings habit.


As I watch Third Troop stumble wheezing over the line after Jonty’s 7 a.m. ‘welcome to PDT’ five-mile run, like something out of the Bataan Death March, it’s clear that the QRH is no exception. Trooper Buxton, who is a good two stone the other side of ‘big boned’, looks like he’s about to die right there on the pavement. This is actually a bit of a positive. Ever since mobilisation I have been thrashing myself silly in the gym. I might have the operational experience of a Brownie, but I am at least fit.


B Squadron will go through PDT alongside 1st Battalion The Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment (1 PWRR), who are in charge of our battlegroup.4 Despite the somewhat dainty name, they are a hard-nosed armoured infantry regiment of about 500 men. They recruit mainly from London and the South-East, and as we walk onto their snow-covered tank park on the first day it’s like being in the middle of an EastEnders Christmas special. Everyone seems to be calling everyone else a ‘fackin’ caaaaaahnt’, and I also hear at least one ‘sling yer hook’, which until now I’ve always assumed was only ever said on telly.


The PWRR were last in Iraq two years ago, on what is by now a legendary tour. They were based to the north of the British area in a province called Maysan. It had traditionally been quite restive, and shortly after the PWRR’s arrival the local militias had decided they definitely wanted it back. The PWRR had demurred, and charged around Maysan like tanked-up Millwall fans on Derby Day, fighting a series of epic battles over several months, doubtless with the regimental battle cry on their lips (‘fackin’ ’ave some of that, you caaaahnts’).


They’d finished the tour with a brace of Military Crosses, a few Distinguished Service Orders, and a Victoria Cross for a Warrior armoured vehicle driver called Beharry, who hadn’t let the small matter of an RPG (rocket-propelled grenade) to the head stop him from driving through a nasty ambush. At the moment they are about the most lionised unit in the British Army, and will presumably be very useful to show us around those bits of southern Iraq that they didn’t raze to the fucking ground the last time they were there.


This bit of PDT will take place in ‘Tin City’. It’s a purpose-built training facility with all the houses, shops, schools and so on that you can expect to see on operations. Providing, that is, that you’re going on operations in a small Northern Irish border town. In the 1970s. But the Army isn’t worried about details. Even details like the Central Mosque (itself a rather bouji Roman Catholic church with ‘Central Mosque’ spray-painted on it) being directly next door to a large pub called the Crown and Shamrock. They have simply relabelled the pub – with the kind of breathtaking cultural sensitivity that makes you suspect they think Aladdin is a documentary – as ‘Ali Akbar’s Kebab Emporium’.


Tin City itself is ‘populated’ by a small contingent of German Iraqis (who must be getting paid through the nose to sit around in unheated pretend houses in a Sennelager winter), and a company’s worth of Liverpudlians from 2 LANCS, the 2nd Battalion the Duke of Lancaster’s Regiment (who will be getting paid exactly what they always get paid). Their role is to act variously as both townsfolk and enemy.


The Army is clearly a big believer in the Stanislavski Method approach to acting, because the 2 LANCS lads have been living here a month already, fully immersed in their new lives as Adil the Toyota mechanic or Hashmat the deranged jihadi. They all wear costumes that look like a party shop Arabian sheikh outfit, and are very probably on the verge of mutiny by this point.


The whole thing is run by a small cadre of external instructors from OPTAG(I) (Operational Training and Advisory Group(Iraq)), who are, in theory at least, bang up to date on all the tactics being used in theatre right now. They wear yellow fluorescent jackets and have whistles they can blow if things ever get out of hand (e.g., you find your skull being rhythmically bounced off the pavement by a sixteen-stone corporal from 2 LANCS, who has been here so long he genuinely believes he’s a Ba’ath Party fedayeen).5


As we file into our accommodation for what will probably be the last good night’s sleep in a while, I can’t help but wonder whether spending several weeks in a Northern Ireland training facility, populated almost entirely by Scousers and currently covered in six inches of snow, is going to be particularly useful preparation for a summer tour of southern Iraq. They say Waterloo was won on the playing fields of Eton, but at least they were both technically a grass surface. That said – and in common with 99 per cent of things that the Army does to you – it’s not like I can do much about it now.


Monday, 23 January 2006 – Tin City


Urban patrolling today. The concept sounds pretty simple: wherever you’re going, you make sure you’ve got some of the troop going there, some of the troop covering them, and whoever’s left just lurking around unpredictably. It makes for slow going, but the theory is that nothing will give an enemy sniper pause like the nagging feeling that if he does open fire, those soldiers he last saw twenty minutes ago wandering off in completely the wrong direction will pop up unexpectedly from behind a wall and shoot him in the face. He will soon become Confused and Demoralised, and with any luck eventually just stop being a sniper and open an artisanal bath salts pop-up or something. It’s a technique honed over many painful years in Belfast and Londonderry, but has been working well in Basra, too.


That’s the theory, anyway. Add in four hours’ sleep the night before, a constant stream of chatter from Jonty on the radio asking where the fuck you are, and a sketch map of Tin City that appears to have been drawn by rolling a blind spider in ink, and very quickly you can find yourself with a troop which is – as one OPTAG instructor puts it to me balefully – ‘all over the place like a mad woman’s shit’. On the other hand, as the boys tell me happily while we trudge back to the accommodation, if the idea was to Confuse and Demoralise then job done, ‘. . . because we were confused as fuck, sir . . .’


Thursday, 26 January 2006 – Tin City


No patrolling today – it’s indoor lessons instead. We’re in the Tin City lecture theatre, which is warm, dry, and thus after about ten minutes also doubling up as the biggest sleeping bag in the British Army.


We start with a cheery PowerPoint presentation from a medic on all the various horrific diseases we’re probably going to catch. All the old favourites are there – cholera, hepatitis of both A and B varieties, typhoid, yellow fever, malaria and TB. We’re only really missing monkeypox and ebola. There are also half a dozen that I’ve never even heard of until today, each one of which immediately makes me wish it had stayed like that.


Like leishmaniasis, which will apparently at best leave some nasty scars, and at worst turn your spleen into custard. It’s ‘spread by sandfly bites’ according to the slide. Which then goes on to soberly advise us: ‘so don’t get bitten by sandflies’. This may top the leaderboard of ‘technically correct but completely fucking useless’ bits of advice the Army has given me so far. And it is shaping up to be a competitive field.


Before leaving the stage, the medic tells us not to worry, because at some point we’ll get up-to-date vaccinations against most of what they’ve just described. This is a bit concerning for a couple of reasons; firstly, because being ‘vaccinated against most of these diseases’ feels a bit like putting on a condom that ‘can handle the majority of these flesh-eating STDs’. And secondly, because the last time the Army started sticking needles in people they were sending to the Gulf, they ended up having a whole syndrome named after them.


Next up is language and culture. It’s a classic écoutez-et-répétez-style lesson with Mo, a British Iraqi who has been flown to Germany for the express purpose of spending several weeks listening to hundreds of squaddies butchering his native language. He could double for Saddam Hussein’s even hairier younger brother, but he is the sweetest man. He is also clearly desperate to impart as much knowledge as he can in the forty-five minutes that OPTAG have decided should probably be enough to cover 8,000 years of civilisation and the basics of one of the planet’s top five most complex languages.


I watch Mo pluck fretfully at his enormous moustache as he carefully enunciates a basic greeting. B Squadron listen, digest, and then respond as if they’re inpatients in a Crimean War TB ward. Mo smiles weakly and pronounces it ‘very bad’.


Not to worry though, because there’s a laminated booklet to go with the lesson. It is rather grandly titled a ‘cultural aide memoire’, and is chock-full of what could charitably be described as somewhat niche factoids. If I’m ever facing the last question in the Who Wants to Be a Millionaire? chair, I may yet be grateful that I now know a turbah is a small, circular piece of clay used in Shia prayers. Or that the Iraqi Chaldeans entered full communion with the Holy See in 1552. But right now they strike me as somewhat odd choices to include in a booklet for people whose main job will be to walk slowly around southern Iraq carrying machine guns.


The booklet also contains a few cultural dos and don’ts. Some are quite handy, and the kind of nuanced local practices we might well have missed otherwise. ‘Don’t admire an Iraqi’s personal belongings; he may feel obliged to give them to you,’ or, ‘Do expect to see blood on the front of a house; this represents a religious celebration and blessing,’ (which suggests there has been at least one impromptu meeting between a size eleven desert boot, an Iraqi’s front door, and a very emotional mother of the bride). Others are breathtakingly patronising: ‘Don’t put your open palm in someone’s face – this is rude.’ ‘Don’t fart in public – this is very rude.’ I bet they are, but then again I’m not sure they’re exactly considered the high-water mark of civilisation on the Charing Cross Road either.


The last page of the booklet is headed ‘Helpful Orders and Questions’, with the Arabic on one side and its doubtless mangled phonetic equivalent in English on the other. Mo takes us through the phrases, the smile gradually sliding off his face as we murder each one in turn. The page starts in an encouragingly bombastic fashion: ‘Stop’, ‘Do not move’, ‘Drop your weapon’. Your everyday commands for the confident British Army soldier who’s on top of his brief. We then enter more tentative territory: ‘Who are you?’, ‘What has been happening?’, ‘When did you last see them?’, and so on.


At the end there is a section that should probably be retitled, ‘Things to Say When It’s Gone Completely Up the Fucking Swanny’. To wit: ‘Where did they come from?’, ‘Who is in charge?’, ‘Calm down’, and finally – and I assume you don’t so much say this one as babble it through all the tears and snot – ‘Can you get us out of here safely?’


I’m not sure whether to be impressed at the author’s diligence, or aghast that they think we might actually need to ask the locals to MacGyver us out of the shit. Either way, Mo – probably wisely – elects not to practise that one.


Saturday, 28 January 2006 – Tin City


More patrolling. This morning I discovered they’ve installed compressed air jets on some of the street corners; linger next to one for too long and it does a very good impression of an AK-47 round parting your hair. You, in turn, do a very good impression of a rescue cat seeing a toaster pop for the first time, trip over the kerb in a blind panic, and neatly brain yourself on a postbox.


Third Troop’s patrolling is getting there; we’re not SEAL Team Six6 by any stretch, but on the other hand we don’t seem to be any worse than the rest of the squadron. And we’re gelling together as a team. You can see it in the way we’re starting to anticipate one another as we move across the ground, the new brevity of our radio messages, and the familiar little rituals we go through before patrols. My worst fears – that Jonty will decide I’m the biggest military fuck-up since Suez and sack me before we’ve even finished PDT – are starting to subside.


They’re being replaced just as quickly by some fundamental worries about what I’m letting myself in for. PDT has started to feel, to put it mildly, a little bit spicy. Today alone Third Troop have staggered dazedly from a small-arms-shoot, to bomb-in-a-culvert, to previously-friendly-stallholder-peremptorily-tries-to-stab-me-in-the-neck-during-a-chat-about-watermelons. We are constantly reminded by the OPTAG staff that everything they’re putting us through has happened in Basra in the last six months. Well, yes lads, I want to say, but presumably not all to the same person, and not all on the same afternoon?


It’s not just the number of incidents, it’s their sheer intensity too. According to what we can glean from the PWRR, a lot of real-life shooting incidents are quite inconclusive. Even if you can work out where your gunman is hiding (which’ll be about one time in ten, they reckon), he’s unlikely to hang around once he has made his point. If you’re in a vehicle, you may be several hundred metres down the road before you’ve even registered the shot. Or no one may notice it at all. Which must be a rather deflating experience for the gunman, who has presumably been looking forward to his moment in the sun.


That’s not how they do it on PDT, though. Here every contact7 seems to be a balls-out gun battle of epic savagery against a fanatical enemy, who is more often than not standing in the middle of a main road wearing a Tommy Cooper fez and screaming at the top of his lungs. And it ends not with him quietly melting away into the crowds, but only after you’ve fire-and-manoeuvred halfway across Tin City, cornered him in the Kebab Emporium, and filled him, snarling, with a magazine full of blanks. Or in First Troop’s case, kicked in the door to the next-door building and noisily laid waste to what the OPTAG staff will later sorrowfully inform them was supposed to be a meeting of local sheikhs about girls’ education. While the PWRR assure us this is all ‘faaackin’ ridiculous’, I can’t help but wonder.


Whatever the case, we’re taking ‘casualties’ at a rate to make Kitchener wince. The benign gods of OPTAG let us respawn after every scenario, which is just as well, because by my own count we’ve been through the squadron’s manpower at least twice already. I’ve personally been ‘killed’ five times; shot twice, blown up twice, and in what feels like one particularly vindictive scenario, lengthily immolated in a burning Land Rover.


Being killed isn’t all bad – they let you lie down for a bit at least – but it’s not doing loads for my morale. As Jonty remarks one evening after his O (Orders) Group, Iraq had better be a sight gentler than PDT. Or we’re going to need a lot more soldiers.


Friday, 3 February 2006 – Tin City


The Army has a drill for absolutely everything. From how to salute while on a bicycle (return rear firmly to saddle, and brace arms straight on the handlebars) to how to conduct an emergency burial service in the field (ensure the hole is at least six feet deep if you don’t want your departed brother-in-arms to be dug up by a badger, and for Christ’s sake write down where you put him). In fact the Army’s drill manual alone runs to something like 400 pages. It should therefore come as no surprise that they’ve also got a drill for what to do if someone sets you on fire.


B Squadron’s cheerfully titled ‘Fire Inoculation’ lesson takes place in a blustery car park the other side of Tin City. We patrol there for the novelty, and get killed a couple of times on the way over. Then we start nervously fitting visors to our helmets and hefting the six-foot plastic shields that the OPTAG instructors have doled out.


The Army doesn’t issue any kind of actually fireproof kit (although this isn’t a total surprise for an organisation which has only recently cracked the concept of everyone getting a set of body armour each). But we are told to wear our thermal long johns as an extra layer of protection. Not the issue fleece though, because that will melt into your skin if exposed to naked flame. Of course it will. I try not to look at the scorch marks on the tarmac. Presently our instructor arrives, a chipper Gurkha colour sergeant called Gurung.


A lot of people drift through this world doing what society expects, living the ‘paint by numbers’ version of life, but never working out what it is that makes them truly happy. Others find their passion and revel in the sheer naked joy of it for the rest of their days. It quickly becomes clear that CSgt Gurung is in the latter category. And that his particular passion is throwing petrol bombs at people.


‘Today, gennlemen, we practise what to do when there is riot, and petrol bomb is thrown,’ he announces happily. ‘Yes. First of all,  very important that no panic. Petrol bomb is hot. Yes. Very hot. Burn you all over. But, if you panic, run around with hands in air shouting, “Aaaaaaaah!”, not helpful. Burn even hotter!’


Gurung giggles delightedly. His audience stares back at him, aghast. He is oblivious.


‘So, petrol bomb is thrown. Smash! Whoomp! Fire is all around. Yes. Fire come between your legs, up your front, up your back.’ He pauses, thoughtfully. ‘Also up your face. But no panic. Yes. First you must protect your face.’ He drops his chin to his chest in exaggerated fashion. ‘Then, you must tell everyone that you are on fire and there is problem. Say, “I am on fire,” like this . . .’ He draws breath. ‘ “I AM ON FIRE!” ’


I see the boys glance at each other. Presumably they are wondering, like I am, whether the fact that the soldier standing next to you has just gone up in an enormous ball of flames wouldn’t be enough of a clue that ‘there is problem’.


‘Then take one step to the backwards, and you must stamp your feet. Stamp stamp stamp, like this.’ His feet drum a tattoo on the tarmac. ‘Also you must bang your shield. Bang bang bang. Then petrol fall off! It just fall off!’ He beams, inviting us to share in this marvellous phenomenon. ‘Then you just say, “Back in,” like this . . .’ Another breath. ‘ “BACK IN!” and then you carry on with riot. Yes. Yes. I need a volunteer.’


The boys, lulled by Gurung’s pyromaniacal monologue, have been leaning in to get a closer look at his demonstration, but at hearing this they lunge back as one man. Gurung’s shining eyes range over us, practically hopping with excitement at the thought that he is shortly going to get to immolate someone again. Eventually Jonty resigns himself to the inevitable and steps forward. Thirty seconds later he is a roaring five-foot-eight ball of flame, and has to be put out with a fire extinguisher.


Of course, we all do it in the end, with Nepal’s answer to the Human Torch hurling his milk bottles full of petrol at our feet and clapping his hands with maniacal glee. When my own time comes, I am surprised to find that the drill actually works. I adapt it slightly – adding a whispered litany of ‘fuckfuckfuckfuckfuck’ while waiting for the explosion, and shouting ‘BACK IN!’ with my helmet still on fire – but otherwise it’s more or less as described. There is an initial unpleasant burst of heat as the flames billow up your body, but with sufficient stamping and banging (and I would have given the cast of Riverdance a run for their money), the burning gobbets of petrol do fall off.


Our lesson over, we patrol away to do a bit more practice at getting killed, and one of the PWRR companies takes our place. We can still hear the cries of ‘Argh, you caaaahnt, I’m on faackin’ fire!’ the other side of Tin City.


Monday, 6 February 2006 – Tin City


This morning we are back in the lecture theatre for a lesson on the Law of Armed Conflict. There have been a number of recent incidents in Basra where it’s clear some major lines were crossed. Lines like ‘Don’t blindfold detainees and make them simulate oral sex on you, jump up and down on top of them while they’re lying handcuffed on the floor, or indeed tie them to forklift trucks and drive them around camp’. While it’s equally clear that the blame lies with a very small minority, the Army has evidently now concluded that inside every British soldier there resides a tiny roaring SS Sturmscharführer, who cannot wait to get out to theatre and start lining villagers up against walls. So this is about the fifth such lesson we’ve had in the past month.


First off is a re-introduction to Joint Services Publication 398, or as it’s known by its snappier title, Card Alpha. This is a small piece of white paper that lays out in helpful detail when exactly you’re allowed to shoot someone. Broadly speaking, it’s only when there’s a threat to life. The card is very explicit that threats to property don’t count, suggesting that at least one squaddie has come over very UKIP Party Conference about someone nicking his brake lights at some point.


The card also reminds you that before shooting someone, you must shout, ‘British Army, stop or I fire’ – or, somewhat coyly, ‘words to that effect’. This will ensure that whoever you’re about to blow away gets fair warning in a language they probably don’t understand. Most importantly of all, you must make sure you carry a copy of Card Alpha at all times. If you don’t have one and you do happen to shoot someone, then in the words of the hitherto prim Army lawyer giving the lesson, you are ‘turbo-infinity-fucked’.


This is absolutely classic Army. You could pore over Card Alpha until your eyes bled and you were able to recite the whole thing in Esperanto, but if you’re not carrying a physical bit of paper when you do shoot someone, they will instantly assume you have never so much as glanced at it and nail you to the wall. Conversely, you could read it once and then stuff it down the front of your body armour for seven months, which is probably what most of B Squadron will do, and you’re golden.


The lawyer then plays us a training video shot from the point of view of a soldier on patrol, and invites us to put up our hands when we think you could legally open fire. It is beyond naff, with the camera panning slowly from three men in balaclavas setting up a mortar to a small child riding their bike unsteadily down the road. Soldiers love it when people try to patronise them, so B Squadron ignore the mortar crew and collectively decide that Tiny Tim is going to fucking get it. Perhaps sensing that she’s losing her audience, the lawyer moves us swiftly on to detainee handling.


Given recent events in Basra, I can see why we’re doing this. But I have my doubts that a set of PowerPoint slides read out with all the pizzazz of a Belgian’s eulogy is going to get to the root of whatever has been going on. The Army plainly disagrees, though. As far as they’re concerned, if a soldier in Iraq has been caught tying detainees to a forklift and rallying them around, then it’s nothing to do with that soldier’s own innate sociopathy, an unhealthy code of omerta among small units of fighting men, or any other more deep-seated issues. No, it’s because there was no lesson in PDT entitled, ‘Forklifts and Iraqis; So What Are The Rules Here?’


Eventually the lawyer’s slides run out and we emerge blinking into the daylight. I can’t help but feel like the whole thing is infinitely better summed up by Sgt Mason’s simple advice to the troop before we head off for lunch: ‘Don’t be a cunt to people who aren’t being a cunt to you.’










[image: An illustration showing a man, facing away, wearing a riot helmet with a large visor.]
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Having a Riot


Wednesday, 8 February 2006 – Tin City


There is an edge to the atmosphere in Tin City today; a crackling tension in the crisp winter air. It is the day of the battlegroup riot.


We’ve already been through what OPTAG call ‘minor aggro’ training. Most of the time we should just ignore it, they tell us; no one’s ever died from a bit of spittle-flecked chesty-pokey by an angry local. More to the point, if you try to square up to everyone who has a go at you then you’ll be there for ever because, cheeringly, ‘everyone fucking hates us’. If things ever do get out of hand, though, the recommended drill is to form a ‘Ring of Steel’.


It’s much more impressive than it sounds; basically the boys form a ragged circle around me and Sgt Mason, and shepherd us solicitously out of trouble like Secret Service agents protecting the President. Except in this case the Secret Service are getting relentlessly battered by deranged Liverpudlians. It’s safe to say the boys don’t love it, particularly after Sgt Mason tells them that if they had wanted to be on the inside of the circle all snug and safe like him and the troop leader, as opposed to on the outside getting filled in by 2 LANCS, then they probably should have tried harder at school.


The battlegroup riot will take minor aggro up a notch. This time it’s the 1 PWRR Battlegroup against 120 of Merseyside’s finest, quite a few of whom probably aren’t total novices when it comes to large-scale collaborative violence. We’ve got six-foot shields and plastic batons, they’ve got several hundred chunks of two-by-four, meant to ‘represent’ bricks; and milk bottles full of petrol, which do a lot more than just ‘represent’ Molotov cocktails. Jonty pairs up Third Troop with Second Troop and sends us to one of the main roads leading out of Tin City’s central square.


The square is already full of a baying mob. Some of the OPTAG staff are visibly nervous. Soldiers love beating the snot out of their colleagues – it’s a regular Saturday night event in most garrison towns – and riot training can spin out of control at the best of times. I just hope OPTAG know what they’re doing. If the red-faced Scouser I spot wearing a cocktail dress and jumping up and down on top of a phone box shouting something about George Bush is anything to go by, then 2 LANCS are well and truly through the fucking looking glass.


The plan is simple: push the rioters out of the town square and down a pre-designated route to the edge of Tin City. The tactics are pure Roman legion; the boys stand in a baseline and batter the enemy with their batons and shields, while their troop leaders stand ten yards behind them and send positive vibes. I ask Godders, the Second Troop leader, what he reckons about turning our rank slides around so that the 2 LANCS rioters can’t see that we’re officers.


Godders is dark, tall and has a degree from UCL, which by the Army’s standards renders him some kind of lisping, Viennese café-society intellectual fop. I suspect he would sooner come out as a jihadi. He scowls and tells me it would show a disgraceful lack of moral courage. Which he is personally fine with, he explains, but there’s no point because they’ll be able to tell we’re officers anyway since neither of us are carrying shields.


It is a worry though. There are only two occasions on which soldiers can stick one on an officer without any fear of repercussions. One is in the boxing ring, and the other is in training exactly like this. I’ve heard several stories from the old days about hapless troop leaders being pulled out of the baseline to be stripped, gagged, and Scotch-taped to the front of Land Rovers. Frankly, I can think of better days out.


We listen to the OPTAG staff issue their spectacularly unreassuring final instructions to the rioters through a megaphone. (‘No gouging, biting, scratching or using anything you find on the ground as a weapon. If one of the staff tells you he’s had enough, he’s had enough. Other than that, go for your life, fellas.’) Then someone blows a whistle, and it’s go time.


The first clue that things aren’t going to plan is when Godders takes a piece of two-by-four straight to the dick and folds neatly in half with a sound like a blue whale’s grieving call. The second is when the entire mob in the central square immediately rush us like fucking Vikings. Within seconds we’ve lost three shields and the baseline is a scrum of bodies. The front rank are giving it back to 2 LANCS in spades, but we are definitely starting to go backwards.


I see a couple of the boys dishing out some highly illegal overhead baton strikes and think about saying something. Then I remember that they’re about the only thing between me and a ride round Tin City as a bollock-naked hood ornament, and decide that they can use chainsaws if it keeps 2 LANCS off me. To top it all off, Gurung has arrived and is now busy setting absolutely everyone he can see on fire.


I get Jonty on the radio, tell him we’re in trouble, and ask what we should do next. He sounds a bit annoyed and tells me to ‘stop fucking flapping and push them back’. Presumably it’s that kind of tactical gem that they pay him the big bucks for. I may as well have rung the speaking clock, and immediately resolve not to bother asking him next time.


If there is a next time. More shields have gone now; in fact I have to duck as one of them is hurled straight back at us, crashing to the ground a couple of feet behind me. I can also see Trooper Cameron, who must be about nine stone soaking wet, being pulled by the arms into the crowd. His mates have got his legs in a death grip, but they don’t have the numbers and he’s slowly disappearing. Meanwhile Gurung is having the time of his life and there are burning puddles of petrol everywhere. Godders and I are clucking encouragement, but we are definitely losing this fight. Then, just as I’m starting to wonder whether the Scotch tape will take my pubes off with it, I hear the roar of a Warrior behind me.


The 2 LANCS boys react exactly as you’d expect them to when faced with a 30-ton armoured vehicle driven by someone who can’t really see what he’s doing, and run for it. We part to let the Warrior through, along with an amped-up platoon from the PWRR, who start chasing the rioters back up the street, screaming like Cockney berserkers. Then the rest of the battlegroup lob themselves bodily into the fray and it’s all over in about twenty minutes.


It’s then that I realise, quite suddenly, that I have spent the last half an hour being afraid. It wasn’t adrenaline; this was the real deal. Genuine, honest-to-goodness, 95 per cent ABV human fear.


Intellectually, of course, I knew it was an exercise, and that at some point someone was going to blow a whistle and we’d all go back to being on the same team. But more viscerally, it’s still bodies slamming into a shield wall, a roaring mob who want to hurt you, and soldiers staggering backwards in sheets of flames. I’d been able to pummel the fear down; it’s not like I’d been close to turning round and running away or anything. But I could certainly feel the icy fingers of panic plucking at the edges of me.


This is a bit of a concern. Judging by the latest news from theatre, the battlegroup riot is basically tea at the vicarage compared to what’s actually happening in Basra. And if 2 LANCS have put the wind up me, then presumably a real encounter with an Iraqi intent on turning my testicles into furry dice is going to see me hyperventilating like a claustrophobic in a broken lift.


Just as I’ve started to think I might have the right brain to be a troop leader, I’m suddenly a bit worried about whether I’ve got the backbone.


Saturday, 11 February 2006 – Sennelager


The battlegroup riot marks the end of PDT’s urban phase. We’re getting a couple of days off, but Jonty makes it clear in his O Group that he’ll crucify anyone who takes advantage. Our ORBAT (Order of Battle) is settled now, and the last thing he needs is to find another driver because someone’s been caught setting a Stella Artois-sponsored land-speed record on the autobahn outside camp.


I already quite like Jonty, and it’s clear the squadron do too. Despite the fact that they got rid of all the horses about seventy years ago, there are nonetheless a few officers in the cavalry who still believe they’re living in a Flashman-esque era of raffish adventurism. Often they do no more harm than looking a bit of a twat wearing a cravat in uniform, or taking a set of clubs on operations so they can bray about playing golf in a minefield.


Just occasionally though, it goes too far, and these characters genuinely start to wing it. Soldiers are understandably not very keen on this kind of thing; no one wants to end up splattered all over the inside of their Land Rover because their squadron leader was dicking about trying to channel some guy who landed on D-Day playing the bagpipes.


Jonty isn’t like that. In fact he’s the opposite; detail-oriented, careful and methodical. To the point that there’s a half-believable rumour that he issues a set of convoy orders when he takes his kids to school. But no one minds. As Sgt Mason reminds me gravely as we leave the O Group, ‘Believe you me, sir, you’ll be glad the boring old bastard’s in charge when we’re out there.’8


Monday, 13 February 2006 – Tin City


Today we start learning how to operate in rural areas. Sgt Mason, who has been to Iraq before, calls this the ‘Gifa’. For a while I assume this is some romantic, pidgin version of the local name that all the old hands use, the way soldiers in India used to say dhobi or baksheesh. Until he tells me that it actually stands for the ‘Great Iraqi Fuck All’, and all my Kipling-esque fantasies come crashing down around my ears.


This phase of PDT is also our first proper introduction to the Snatch Land Rover. Now, when it comes to equipment I do understand that – as Mick, Keith and Ronnie would put it – you can’t always get what you want. In fact if the Army had a theme tune, that would probably be it. I also understand that the history of British military equipment fuck-ups is a long and storied one; all the way from handing out unopenable ammunition boxes at Isandlwana, to sending aircrew to the Gulf War in green flying suits, because the RAF had sold all the desert ones the year before to (yes, you’ve guessed it) the Iraqi Air Force. But nonetheless, to all those venerable generals and august civil servants who decided that Snatch Land Rovers were the perfect vehicle for operations in Iraq, I can say only this: ‘Lads, were you fucking high or something?’


We gather round one in the same car park where Gurung tried to immolate us all, for a briefing by one of the OPTAG instructors. The Snatch looks like what it is: a Land Rover Defender with a box on the back to put soldiers in, and a hole in the roof so they can stick their heads out and see what’s going on. The instructor tells us that Snatch was originally introduced in the early nineties for patrolling ‘low threat’ areas in Northern Ireland. Which is a curious opener for an audience who are about to take it to what is turning into a fairly energetic ‘civil war’ in southern Iraq.


The armour, which looks a lot like MDF and comes away in flakes if you pick at it, is some kind of composite. According to our instructor, it’ll stop a pistol round ‘on a good day’, but ‘won’t even slow down’ an AK. Marvellous. In the unlikely event that we come up against someone plinking away at us like Doc Holliday, we may be alright. All we really need to worry about is the fact that there is precisely zero protection against the single most ubiquitous assault rifle on the planet.


It gets better. Next, the OPTAG instructor pops the bonnet and shows us the engine. It’s a V8, but apparently the vehicle is so heavy that it may as well be out of a Fiat Punto. And while he doesn’t want to put us off, he continues, it’s also very prone to overheating. He needn’t worry; by this point half the squadron are wondering when he’ll show us the button that makes all the doors fall off and fills the Snatch with bubbles. He concludes with a few words on the extensive ‘desertification’ programme that this Snatch has been through – essentially just painting it yellow – then wanders off. Presumably to tell some passing five-year-olds that the tooth fairy doesn’t exist and that one day their parents are going to die.
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