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For Alexander, our own family hero




Introduction


A few days after becoming the oldest Briton to summit Mount Everest, and the first to do so with a bus pass, I was asked by my long-time publisher, Hodder, to write a book on the subject of heroes.


‘Why,’ I asked, ‘choose me?’ ‘Because,’ was the quick reply, ‘you must meet a lot of heroes on your expeditions, and when you select your expedition teams, you must be on the lookout for brave individuals.’


My reaction was immediate disagreement, but I did like the idea of rereading my favourite war stories and selecting some valiant Victoria Cross winners. So I agreed to the Hodder offer and started my research, only to discover that I quickly became bored by tales of successive waves of brave men charging machine-guns and being bravely blown to bits. Although not a natural cynic, I also began to question the degree of heroism exhibited by a good many of these VC-winning machine-gun-chargers because I vaguely remembered having once, long ago, charged machine-guns myself, and I suspected that my motives for having done so were definitely not heroic ones.


Checking back through forty-year-old dusty files, I found a faded citation for the Sultan’s Bravery Medal that the Queen had awarded me in 1969. It cited six occasions, with comments such as ‘Captain Fiennes coolly rallied his men and conducted a skilful withdrawal (his only possible course), frequently exposing himself to aimed enemy fire and firing the .50 Browning himself.’ And, ‘a swift advance by Fiennes on to a dominating piece of ground forced the enemy to withdraw.’ And, ‘throughout this and other operations, Fiennes has set the highest example of dogged determination, tactical skill and physical courage. His independent operations have proved the ascendency of a small force over larger enemy groups on many occasions.’


A good many of the Victoria Cross citations I studied sounded very similar, so I checked back in my diary from the 1968–9 days which described my personal impressions of various contacts with the Marxist guerrilla forces, some of which did sound quite hairy. But one thing that stood out very clearly from my diary comments was that my greatest fear at the time was not that of injury or death so much as the fear of appearing to be a coward in front of the sixty brave men in my reconnaissance platoon. Their opinion of me was of paramount importance, almost an obsession, and this was abundantly obvious from the diaries.


So, if my own medal-winning, gung-ho advances on the enemy were based, as with hindsight I could clearly see was the case, entirely on fear of peer disdain, then surely the same may well have been true of a great many Victoria Cross recipients.


This line of thought made me check the CVs of VC winners, and this led to the discovery that quite a few were subsequent deserters, thieves and drunkards. When it was suggested in the 1920s that the medals of such characters be officially confiscated, the King (George V) declared that, even if a VC winner were to be hanged for murder, he should be allowed to wear his VC on the scaffold.


Another of my reasons for deciding not to concentrate on medal-winning heroes was the plethora of books that already existed on the topic, including a brace by the recently ousted prime minister, Gordon Brown.


So I thought about my personal heroes and realised that, if I had any, they are my late wife Ginny, who never flinched from making brave decisions in all the thirty-six years that we were together, and two male relatives, neither of whom I had ever met but about whose lives I had been told many a memorable story by my mother since I was little. They are my father and my grandfather, both dead just before I was born, whose lives fighting for God, King and Country in various parts of the world had so impressed me in my youth.


To help me decide on individuals whose heroism appealed to me most, I read a great many biographies and made many lists of possible nominees. The following chapter discusses some of these nominees and some of the generally accepted characteristics of heroism.




Your Heroes?


In July 2010 a nightclub bouncer, whose greatest pride was the size of his steroid-assisted biceps and whose domestic history included beating up women friends, was jilted by his twenty-two-year-old girlfriend, Sam. Raoul Moat, thirty-seven, reacted by shooting her and killing her reputed lover. Then, on the rampage with a brace of shotguns, he shot and blinded a policeman who happened to be parked in a nearby police car. Moat was hunted for a week before finally shooting himself when cornered by police marksmen after a six-hour stand-off.


A Facebook tribute page immediately appeared which set Moat up as a legend (popular-speak for ‘hero’). This Internet site, ‘RIP Raoul Moat You Legend’, attracted 38,000 supporters, and was followed by the creation of a second similar fan-site glorifying the murderer which had over 12,000 subscribers and the stated aim ‘so that the legend that is Moat lives on’. Weeping Moat disciples laid wreaths at his Gateshead home and in the village of his demise, for to them Moat was truly a hero and an updated, if distorted, version of Robin Hood.


A strong contender as a nominee for my hero collection was the Polish prisoner, Slavomir Rawicz, who with six fellow inmates escaped from one of Stalin’s gulags and managed to trek thousands of hostile miles to freedom in India via Siberian forests, Mongolian deserts and the high Himalayas. I had read his book, The Long Walk, as a teenager, and was saddened in 2004 to hear of his death, aged eighty-eight, in the Nottinghamshire village where he had lived for many years following his fabled escape. I was about to submit my chapter about the Slavomir Rawicz story to the publishers when I happened to pass a vast billboard advertising The Way Back, the Hollywood movie version of the heroic trek. Interested, I looked up the film critics’ comments, only to discover that the whole Slavomir Rawicz story was almost certainly a fabrication which for fifty years had hoodwinked the world, including me.


You will not be surprised that neither Raoul Moat nor Slavomir Rawicz made it to hero status in this book, and after my Rawicz shock, I tightened up my hero selection process by extra carefully checking on the accuracy of their recorded histories.


Back at school in the 1950s my heroes were the, mostly British, commando raid leaders, clever detectives, daring explorers or pioneering ships’ captains whose exciting deeds were described in the comics which constituted my entire source of learning (outside classroom hours). The only non-Brits whose imaginary exploits also thrilled me were the American super-heroes, Batman and Superman (who, along with Spider-Man, are currently all played in their ongoing Hollywood movies by British actors).


In the classroom studying Classics as a young teenager, I thrilled to the adventures of Jason and the Argonauts, the Spartan warriors of Thermopylae, and that greatest of all heroes – Odysseus (Ulysses) of Ithaca, as he battled exotic monsters such as the one-eyed Cyclops and the snake-haired Medusa.


As early as the mid-nineteenth century, Thomas Carlyle, the most eloquent of writers about heroism since the chroniclers of ancient Greece, wrote: ‘In these days … the thing I call Hero-worship professes to have gone out, and finally ceased.’ Today’s hero-worship mostly involves the world of those celebrities whose talents and antics sell newspapers and excite bloggers. The pursuit of excellence in many sports can quickly elevate athletes to hero status, whether they be models of good behaviour such as Michael Jordan of basketball fame or foul-mouthed footballers like Wayne Rooney. Sexy singers who look and sound good, or at least different, can obtain heroic (aka superstar) status if not overnight then at least as quickly as their media-savvy agents can manage it. I suspect, and indeed hope, that a century from now Ulysses and Spartacus will be more readily remembered as deserving heroic status than the likes of Elvis Presley and Lady Gaga.


There are, of course, thousands of ‘niche heroes’ known to and admired by the groupies of their specific sport or art. Daredevil skiers, rock climbers, kayakers and other adrenalin-pumping, high-risk practitioners, as well as the breakers of speed records such as the late Donald Campbell who was killed on the job, often obtain a limited hero status.


I researched the experiences of many people whose heroism appeared to me to stem from different motives. Many fought for freedom or equality, such as Gandhi, Mandela, Solzhenitsyn, Aung San Suu Kyi, Wei Jingsheng, and those who protested in Tiananmen Square. A student from Qinghua University, one of 50,000 students and 100,000 citizens present at the Tiananmen massacre, wrote: ‘I’d be lying if I said we weren’t afraid but … we were imbued with a lofty sense of mission. We were prepared to sacrifice ourselves for China’s democracy and progress.’


In 2011 many countries experienced uprisings, aided by the Internet, against dictators. Some of these, as in Syria, the Yemen and Libya, were met with violence. This so-called Arab Spring involved considerable courage by many thousands of protesters, young and old.


Also in 2011 the governor of Punjab was murdered, as a few weeks later was the Minister for Minorities of Pakistan’s ruling party. Both men were from their country’s Christian community (5 million in a population of 180 million), and both had knowingly risked their lives by speaking out against Pakistan’s blasphemy laws which impose the death penalty on anyone deemed to insult Islam. Both men were true heroes in their commitment to justice for all.


In 2011 it is estimated by the European Union that 42 per cent of women in Turkey are seriously abused within their families, despite laws in that country to prevent such abuse. Yet Turkey is far more advanced in the field of human rights issues than a great many of its neighbours. For a woman in many, mainly Islamic-ruled, countries, to fight for the rights of her sex requires great courage.


Afghani writer, Hirsi Ali, writes of one such heroic woman, Malalai Joya, who grew up under the sexist cruelties of the Taliban. ‘To get a seat in [the Afghan] parliament and refuse to be silent in the face of the Taliban … shows true fiber. When Malalai Joya did this, her opponents responded in the usual way: expulsion from parliament, warnings, intimidation and attempts to cut her life short. She has survived all of it.’ The Taliban has assassinated hundreds of women for daring to challenge their sexist laws, and the bravery of the likes of Malalai Joya impresses me even more than the earlier efforts of Emmeline Pankhurst and her fellow suffragettes.


There are global heroes whose achievements have made life better for millions, such as Marie Curie through her research into cancer treatment, but I have chosen my subject matter more for their courage than for their knowledge, skills and dedication.


I have steered clear of individuals whose bravery and self-sacrifice, whilst deemed heroic by some, is considered merely fanatical by others. Suicide bombers and factional political martyrs come under this heading. Roger Casement, for instance, was a great hero to the Irish but not to the British who executed him. Equally, Jean McConville probably warrants a whole chapter, but I will only mention the bare outline of her single instinctive act of heroism and its outcome, since to many of her fellow countrymen she was misguided in her act of humanity.


At the height of the Northern Irish sectarian troubles in 1972, Roman Catholic widow Jean was observed giving aid to a wounded British soldier after a gun battle outside her Belfast door. As punishment for this treasonable behaviour, a masked IRA gang broke into her home at night and dragged her into a waiting car. She was never seen again by her ten orphaned children aged fourteen and under who were for many years themselves subjected to persecution. Jean’s subsequent torture, including the cutting off of her fingers, was followed by her murder and burial at a secret site not to be discovered for the next thirty-one years. Even today some would brand Jean as a traitor to her own people. Others would say her single act of conscience stands for humanity over violence and hatred.


I have studied the lives of a disparate group of individuals whose courage gave them lasting fame, at least in their own countries, and who, in my opinion, were true heroes of conscience although their various background situations were very different. Under this heading I include the likes of William Wilberforce and John Brown (he of the soul which ‘goes marching on’) who fought for the freedom of slaves. And Mother Teresa, whose concern was poverty and disease; Dian Fossey who died to save gorillas in the Congo from death by poachers; and Mordechai Vanunu, the archetypal whistle-blower. Vanunu was a former Israeli nuclear technician who, citing his opposition to weapons of mass destruction, revealed details of Israel’s secret nuclear weapons programme to the media in 1986. He has been imprisoned in Israel, on and off, ever since.


Helping Jews escape the gas chamber during and before the Second World War was hazardous in the extreme, and thousands of non-Jewish Poles were executed or died in concentration camps for doing just that. Of the many Jew-saving heroes, the most famous must be the Swedish diplomat Raoul Wallenberg, whose brazen daring, cunning and dedication saved some 100,000 Jews from a cruel death.


The most unlikely of all Jew-saviours was Albert, the brother of Hermann Goering, an anti-Nazi who saved dozens of Jews by trading on his brother’s all-powerful position in the Nazi hierarchy. He once turned up with a big lorry at a German factory and, by using Hermann’s name, ordered the factory owner to assemble fifty or so Jewish slave workers. He packed them into the truck, drove them to a wood near the border with Switzerland, and shepherded them across to safety. No one made him do it: he just thought he ought to. He was a womaniser and a drunk, and he died soon after the war with his courage unrecognised.


Witold Pilecki was a Polish officer in his mid-forties who volunteered to get himself arrested by the Nazis in order to be imprisoned in a huge new camp called Auschwitz, with the specific aim of then sending reports back to Polish intelligence as to the goings-on inside this camp. He soon learnt about, and indeed witnessed, the horrors of the gas chamber and the details of Nazi genocide plans. Pilecki seized every chance between 1940 and 1943 to get news of the Holocaust out to the Allies, and it was hardly his fault that senior officers in London simply failed to believe that such inhumanity by man to man was possible, and so they did nothing. Pilecki eventually escaped from Auschwitz and survived the disastrous Warsaw uprising, but was executed as a Polish spy by the Soviets in 1948.


Giovanni Falcone, born in Mafia-infested Palermo in the 1930s, became an anti-Mafia judge, but in the 1970s was helpless due to lack of funds or support from the Italian government. Many of his associates were murdered, often in front of their families, and few judges were brave enough to take on anti-Mafia cases. Thanks to Falcone’s dedication over ten years of meticulous investigation work, he and a dozen other Sicilian judges, many of whom were later murdered, managed to commit 350 Mafiosi, including top Godfathers, to trial and imprisonment. But Falcone was always aware that his days were numbered. In 1989 after a narrow escape from a poolside bomb, he wrote: ‘My life is mapped out: it is my destiny to take a bullet by the Mafia some day.’ In 1992 Falcone, his wife and three bodyguards were blown to bits by a half-ton bomb buried under a motorway. Thousands attended his funeral, for Sicilians appreciated full well the extent of his courage.


An Irish version of Falcone, although a journalist not a judge, was Veronica Guerin who wrote for the Dublin-based Sunday Independent. In 1994, investigating local drug dealers, she started to receive death threats, bullets were fired at her home and, on her doorstep, a caller shot a bullet through her leg. In 1995 a convicted criminal told her that he would rape her young son if she wrote about him. Guerin ignored this and many other threats, continuing to fight Irish criminals through the power of her pen. Some miles outside Dublin on 16 June 1996 a motorbike drew up beside her car, and she was shot six times through the head.


There are heroes like Falcone and Guerin all over the world and down through the ages.


Whilst I was in Afghanistan with John Simpson, the BBC’s senior and longest-serving foreign correspondent, John observed:


Some of the greatest heroes I’ve come across are usually unimportant characters who can’t any longer take the wrongdoing they see around them. For instance, there was a mayor of a horrible little drugs town in the Peruvian jungle whom I came across, who simply didn’t want to be part of the general corruption linked to the cocaine trade.


Immediately after being elected he went to a meeting with the army and police commanders, where they offered him the usual mayoral fee for turning a blind eye to the drugs flights out of the town. He refused it. Everyone at the meeting laughed and thought he was looking for a bigger cut. When they realised he thought it was immoral, he started to have difficulties. Then he decided to go public about the murders the army were carrying out in the town, as well as the drug smuggling. He was lucky to survive, but he did. The army commander was later gaoled, and the mayor was a big local hero.


John Simpson was and is to my mind a hero in his own right who for thirty years and more has risked his skin to tell the world the truth about many injustices and horrors, often in countries from which he had previously been evicted but then re-entered in secret. One such country was Zimbabwe, whose murderous dictatorship has also blacklisted Peter Godwin, one of the heroes of this book.


Heroes of many an urban scenario all over the world are the have-a-go individuals who, knowing full well the danger to themselves, nonetheless intervene to stop gangsters and bullies beating up or raping innocent parties. One example from many happened on a Munich commuter train when two seventeen-year-olds with knives robbed four schoolchildren. All fellow train passengers did nothing except for a fifty-year-old businessman, Dominik Brunner, who asked the knife-wielders to leave the children alone. Brunner was knocked to the ground and kicked to death, as are the vast majority of have-a-go heroes.


The Australian People Magazine in 1999 commented: ‘There is a special category [of hero] … made up of people whose heroism crystallizes in a single moment of selflessness – who tempt fate for the sake of others.’ This aptly describes the small group of passengers aboard United Airlines Flight 93 who attacked their al-Qaeda hijackers and forced them to crash in Pennsylvania rather than on their probable intended target, the US Capitol in Washington DC.


Turning from have-a-go heroes of Germany and the USA to those of France, I think almost automatically of Joan of Arc, but the Frenchman I most admire is Émile Zola, not for his great novels but for his stubborn defence of Captain Dreyfus, the only Jew in the French War Office who, in 1895, was sent to prison on Devil’s Island for passing French secrets to the German embassy. Anti-semitism was rife at the time, especially in the French Army, government and judiciary. The French media fanned the flames of Fascism and any man who dared attempt a defence of poor Dreyfus became instantly a figure of hate and a traitor to the nation. So the previously well-liked Zola who, convinced of Dreyfus’s innocence, took up his cause in court, was threatened with his life, made intensely unpopular and impoverished, and was sentenced to imprisonment. Only after he had died was Dreyfus eventually pardoned and Zola’s courage exonerated.


One chapter of this book is devoted to a hero of faith and belief, one to a great survivor and one to those who, loving a challenge for its own sake, pit themselves and their skills against great natural dangers. Another focuses on the courage fostered within close family groups caught in situations of unimaginable horror.


London police officer Dick Coombes, who I met many years after his life had been ruined by a single act of great bravery, behaved as he did out of inbuilt loyalty to his colleagues, which is a feature of many ‘in the line of duty’ stories. Under such a heading I considered a Welsh ship’s officer who was a hero of the Titanic disaster, and Captain ‘Sully’ Sullenberger, who in January 2009 managed to ditch his passenger aircraft in New York’s Hudson River after both engines were disabled by bird-strike soon after take-off from LaGuardia Airport. In doing so he saved 155 lives, and described the moments before the crash as ‘the worst sickening, pit-of-your-stomach, falling-through-the-floor feeling’ he had ever experienced.


Bodyguards who shield presidents, popes and royalty have on several occasions proved their bravery by physically taking bullets meant for their bosses. Firefighters, such as those reacting to 9/11, and many a lifeboat crew have showed great courage and paid with their lives in saving others. Specialists in reacting to dangerous but rare technical problems may never test their mettle. Others, like the nuclear workers called in to make safe damaged reactors at Fukushima, following the earthquake and tsunami disaster there, knowingly exposed themselves day after day to ever-increasing levels of deadly radiation. Pioneering astronauts and test pilots share great danger whenever they take off on maiden flights. The slightest engineering error may well see them blown to bits, or even lost in space.


The above ‘line of duty’ heroes are all civilians, and I explained in the Introduction why I have avoided Victoria Cross winners. But there are, as I write this, daily stories of bravery emanating from Afghanistan. Bomb disposal stories have been told in many biographies, as nerve-racking today with Taliban Improvised Explosive Devices (IEDs) as during the Blitz of 1940 with unexploded bombs. Equally well documented are the heroics of fighter pilots in the Battle of Britain and of the crews of Bomber Command in their flying coffins packed with incendiaries, high-explosive bombs and thousands of gallons of high-octane fuel.


The fear felt by every bomber crew member prior to take-off for another mission must have been made far worse by the sheer statistics of death or at least of horrific burns injuries. Forty-four thousand out of 125,000 crew members involved were killed. On a night raid in April 1944, when one engine of his Lancaster bomber caught fire, crew member Norman Jackson climbed out along the wing with a fire extinguisher. This, despite an ongoing attack by a German fighter, an air temperature many degrees below zero, a speed of 200 mph and an altitude of 22,000 feet. I include this astonishing feat despite the fact that Jackson did receive a VC for his action.


War stories of great fortitude under Gestapo or Japanese torture have included those of the men and women of the Special Operations Executive (SOE) dropped into Gestapo territory, caught and tortured. One, Odette Hallowes, emerged from Ravensbrück concentration camp at the end of the war crippled and emaciated. Violette Szabo, who parachuted twice into occupied France, fared even worse. Also tortured, she gave away nothing and was shot through the head, aged twenty-three.


As research progresses into the psychological effects of wars on their protagonists, more is known of the lasting mental effects of great trauma, now termed Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD). More British soldiers killed themselves after the Falklands War due to PTSD than died during the actual fighting. The charity Help for Heroes is doing great things for the hundreds of injured soldiers with mental and physical war wounds of varying degrees of severity, but the personal courage of these soldiers remains a very real ingredient in ‘making the best of a bad deal’, and Simon Weston, badly burnt during the Falklands War, is a fine example of just such inner spirit.


The heroes, or groups of heroes, whose actions, taken against a backdrop of terror, are described in this book make me feel truly proud to be a fellow human being, and I hope they will have the same effect on you.





1
Hunted



‘Fortune favours the brave’
Terence, 190–159 BC



To hide and to survive in a hostile land whose inmates want to kill you requires certain specialist skills and the ability to react with speed, not haste, when things go wrong.


This is the art of the men and women of the Special Forces who, at short notice, can be inserted behind enemy lines, often hundreds of miles from possible assistance, in order to complete some specific assignment such as the assassination of a known top terrorist or the demolition of a key road bridge.


Rule number one for such squads is to do the job without being seen and to escape before your presence is even suspected.


But if things go wrong and you become the hunted, you may experience a very special sort of fear, the fear of the fox as the baying of hounds gets closer. To panic at such a time is all too easy and can lead to a wrong move, a faulty decision that will seal your fate. To keep your nerve as your enemy closes in and your options rapidly diminish, that is the true test of your mettle, and I know no finer example of a hunted man who saved his own life by keeping his nerve under conditions of extreme stress than the story of Marcus Luttrell.


Marcus was, in June 2005, one of a four-man squad of Navy SEALS, the most elite unit of all American Special Forces, heli-dropped into the epicentre of a Taliban-held mountain stronghold in Afghanistan’s remote Hindu Kush region. Their mission was to locate and kill a notorious al-Qaeda leader named Ben Sharmak, then known to be active in or near a particular mountain village with his own armed group of some 200 mountain fighters.


Marcus, a six-foot-four-inch Texan, when later explaining the aim of that fateful June operation into the Hindu Kush, simply wrote: ‘This was payback time for the World Trade Center. We were coming after the guys that did it. If not the actual guys, then their blood brothers, the lunatics who still wished us dead and might try it again.’ And summarising his opinion of his own unit, the SEALS, he wrote of ‘… our unspoken invincibility … the silent code of the elite warriors of the US Armed Forces … Big, fast, highly trained guys … armed to the teeth, expert in unarmed combat and so stealthy no one ever hears us coming. Our SEALS philosophy runs, “I will never quit. I persevere and thrive on adversity. My Nation expects me to be physically harder and mentally stronger than my enemies. If knocked down, I will get back up, every time. I will draw on every remaining ounce of strength to protect my teammates and to accomplish our mission. I am never out of the fight.”’


I once spent a year as an officer with the 22nd Special Air Service Regiment, and a year with their Reserve Squadron as a trooper. The former unit was considered by the rest of the British Army to be their most efficient Special Force, but I never saw a written version of their philosophy other than their motto ‘Who Dares Wins’. And if the men of 22 SAS did consider themselves invincible, they were far too frightened to admit as much openly for fear of having the mickey taken by their colleagues. Whatever the outward differences in style between the Yank and the Brit Special Forces, both groups are made up of soldiers from various backgrounds who have passed extreme tests of endurance, both physical and mental, which have identified them as very special alpha males.


The reason why the Hindu Kush operation of Marcus Luttrell and his three SEAL teammates turned to tragedy was simply because, despite their macho, Robo-killer image, there are times when SEALS, to their own detriment, allow their hearts to rule their heads.


There were three other men of the elite, ‘invincible’ SEALS in Luttrell’s squad who were trained to act individually or in ruthless harmony as a long-range reconnaissance group. Luttrell wrote of ‘a strictly American brotherhood, mostly forged in blood. Hard-won, unbreakable … Built on a shared patriotism, shared courage and shared trust in one another … There is no fighting force in the world quite like us.’


All four men had beards in the bushy style of the Taliban. Luttrell’s best friend, Lieutenant Mike Murphy, was thirty years old, a highly trained lawyer turned soldier. About the same age, Matt Axel Axelson was, like Luttrell, six-foot-four-inches and immensely strong. The fourth SEAL, Danny Dietz, was, at thirty-seven, the granddaddy of the squad who, back at his New Hampshire home, was a devoted husband and father to seven children. He spoke fluent Russian, not that this was of any help to the squad, since the only Russians in the area, and there were thousands of them, were the scattered skeletons of Soviet soldiers killed earlier by the same mountain Pashtun fighter bands as would soon begin their deadly hunt for Luttrell, Mike, Axel and Danny. Danny was a close friend of Luttrell’s from his SEAL training days and an expert in martial arts.


After much nocturnal zigzagging and false landings, the Chinook dropped Luttrell’s squad at their agreed drop-off point and disappeared noisily into the darkness to make several more dummy landings. For many minutes after their arrival, the squad froze to the ground without a movement, savouring the utter silence of the mountain escarpment.


They knew they were some four miles from the village and, although at least 10,000 feet above sea level on their wrist barometer gauges, they would have a considerable climb still to make over extremely steep mountainsides, knowing that they must be in position and invisible before daylight.


The squad headed silently in near darkness towards the village where Intel had pinpointed their target terrorist leader, Ben Sharmak. The date was 27 June 2005 and the squad knew exactly how vulnerable they would be at all times until their mission was completed or aborted. Ben Sharmak had with him a force of some 200 mountain fighters, all from the Pashtun tribe, who knew every hidden pathway and crag-top village in the region.


The squad had been fully briefed about the Pashtun and their unpredictable clannish ways. Blood feuds between neighbours, families and sub-tribes could last for generations. US Intelligence estimated that 42 per cent of all Afghans were Pashtuns – over 12 million of them, whilst in Britain there are 88,000, and 48,000 in the USA. Pashtunis form the backbone of the Taliban fighting force in the twenty-first century, just as they provided most of the mujahideen armies fighting the Soviet invaders in the twentieth century.


In their very own mountains, these men of the Taliban made for a highly capable enemy, but Luttrell stressed (in his account of the disastrous action to follow) that SEALS, and to some extent all modern soldiers who fight terrorists, live with an entirely different, but ever-present, fear on their minds. He expressed it thus: ‘We have an extra element of fear and danger when we go into combat against the Taliban or al-Qaeda … the fear of the American media and their unfortunate effect on American politicians. We all detest them, partly for their lack of judgement, mostly because of their ignorance and their toe-curling opportunism … The first minute an armed combat turns into a media war, the news becomes someone’s opinion, not hard truths. When the media gets involved in the United States, that’s a war you’ve got a good chance of losing because the restrictions on us are immediately amplified, and that’s sensationally good news for our enemy.’


Luttrell, after dwelling on the numerous restrictions placed on SEALS at war, pointed out that the Taliban have no media fears but simply get on with their standard methods of enforcement, torture, mutilation, beheading, live burials, stonings and lashings. Suicide and car bombings kill and maim mostly innocent women and children who are 99 per cent Muslim. Luttrell’s summary was: ‘The Taliban are right up there with the monsters of history.’


For all the verbal bravado about being ‘invincible and unstoppable’, Luttrell and his mates experienced the same basic emotions as any other human about to head into known hostile territory with a high chance of dying violently and soon. In one of his less gung-ho moments, Luttrell admitted: ‘It was pretty damn creepy for us because this was the heartland of terror … the homeland of bin Laden’s fighters … our enemy was brutal, implacable, with no discernible concern about time or life.’


As the four SEALS crept along faint mountain pathways, their specific aim was always at the forefront of their awareness. They had studied photos of Sharmak, their target, and of the village he had recently frequented. He and his men, the SEALS also knew, must never outstay their welcome in any one of the high, craggy hamlets where village elders held near-complete control over their population and, although Pashtun, they could, if riled, withdraw cooperation and render life a lot less comfortable for the local Taliban.


Sharmak, US Intel declared, had killed many US Marines by various means, usually bombs in cities. He was well-educated, spoke five languages, numbered among his close friends a certain Osama bin Laden, and was highly trained in military tactics.


Sharmak would clearly be more useful to the CIA and the FBI, both of whom wanted him badly, alive rather than dead. Luttrell’s squad’s orders were to ‘just find this bastard, nail him down, his location and troop strength, then radio in for a direct action force to come in by air and take him down’.


After several false alarms, US Intel had determined that Sharmak’s band was definitely in residence in the mountains close to the target village on whose hospitality they were currently dependent.


So Luttrell, Axel, Mike and Danny, prior to leaving their base, had studied the layout of each of the thirty-two houses in the target village so that, although they did not know exactly which house Sharmak himself used as his headquarters, they knew that they must by daylight insert themselves somewhere on the steep mountainside with a very clear sniper’s sight view of the village and its approaches.


When not away on missions of their own, the members of Sharmak’s force were fully aware that US Intel was desperate to locate them, and they were adept at spotting any unusual movement in the mountains around their chosen stamping grounds. They would detect a ‘normal’ US Army unit approaching their host village in no time at all.


SEAL squads like Luttrell’s, however, had spent weeks and months, first in training and later on many previous Afghanistan operations, perfecting the meticulous fieldcraft skills needed to move from A to B in all types of terrain, whilst remaining virtually invisible to hostile watchers with or without night vision facilities.


The four men carried M4 rifles, grenades, 350 rounds of ammunition each, emergency beacons, surveillance gear and four days of field rations.


The Chinook 47 helicopter that took the squad to their drop-off point, first dropped off two other SEAL patrols near an old Russian base, Asadabad, where in the late 1980s Afghan fighters had surrounded the Russian garrison, infiltrated the base and slaughtered all the enlisted men.


Rain clouds came from nowhere and the men were soon soaked. And cold. They followed slippery mountain paths with nearly sheer drops below and cliffs above. They slid, caught at roots or rocks and cursed the mud. Gnarled trees with shoulder-high tangled branches caught at their heavy backpacks and their weapons, but they reached the ridgeline and came upon a well-used footpath, a likely Taliban route to the target village.


Moonlight between rain showers and fleeting banks of fog outlined their silhouettes from time to time, and this they dreaded. Whenever thick undergrowth or fields of high grass gave them cover, they relaxed. When they smelt goat dung they knew a hut or village was close by and moved to the flanks to avoid the risk of barking dogs. When confronted by a sudden cliff or big drop, Axel, the navigator, would use his NODS, night vision goggles, to scan the near horizon for a better route.


At some point, to avoid traversing a part of the summit plateau with no cover, Axel decided to descend to the valley floor between two forested spurs, then up the far side to regain the escarpment only an hour before dawn. Eventually they found a good hide below the ridgeline and overlooking the target village about one and a half miles away.


As successive banks of fog blocked their view, they realised that a further move was needed and, a thousand yards back along the ridge, they came to a rocky redoubt with enough undergrowth to burrow into cover. The sun rose, dried their clothes and it became, in Luttrell’s words, ‘hotter than hell’. The four men sat and waited, their binoculars scanning every movement in the village far below.


Without warning, a youth with a turban and an axe appeared immediately behind Luttrell and, a few minutes later, two other men with a hundred or so goats materialised as it seemed from nowhere.


This was a no-win situation and one about which Special Forces handbooks are specific, the accepted solution being to avoid compromise by silencing any local who has clearly spotted your presence. This may seem harsh, but let me give examples of reacting in a more humane way to such chance discovery by unarmed civilians.


In the 1960s, not long before I joined the SAS, one of their long-range patrols was operating, just like Luttrell’s squad, deep inside enemy territory in the Radfan mountains of Southern Yemen. A shepherd boy happened to blunder into the SAS men’s hide and a heated discussion followed with many of the patrol trying to persuade their captain to slit the shepherd’s throat. The officer clearly found the thought of cold-bloodedly murdering an innocent teenager distasteful and let the lad go. Within hours the British patrol were surrounded by the Radfan’s version of the Taliban and, in the ensuing battle, two of the SAS men were captured. The officer, Captain Robin Edwards, and Trooper John Warburton were badly beaten before their heads were cut off. Some time later the Radfanis proudly marched around the Yemeni capital with the SAS men’s heads impaled on poles.


A couple of years later, on a two-year posting to the army of the Sultan of Oman, I led a patrol of sixteen Muslim soldiers, all volunteers, into a remote enemy-held region of the Dhofar mountains. I knew that if things went wrong there would be no friendly forces to come to our rescue, no helicopters to remove the wounded, no medics and no stretchers. My instructions were to meet up with a guide and then move overnight to observe a hidden village where, according to intelligence, two key Marxist commissars were likely to visit. I was to capture them and escape to the safety of the desert region north of the Marxist-held mountains.


Soon after sending me out on this mission, my commanding officer learnt that my force was less than half its normal size due to sickness and, unable to make radio contact, he sent the Sultan’s supply aeroplane, a Beaver, to drop red flares as a warning for me to abort the operation. Failing to appreciate the meaning of the flares and desperate to reach cover above the village before daylight, I pressed on. As in Afghanistan, Dhofari villages are detectable from a distance, even on the darkest of nights, thanks to their noxious smell of goat dung, so I was careful to skirt all habitation and the inevitable village dogs.


Arriving just before dawn on a grassy knoll high above the designated village, I searched its perimeter by telescope and spotted groups of armed men digging defensive works on the far southern edge of the village. I checked that the rest of my men were well hidden among boulders and crept into a bushy thicket overlooking a steep path which climbed up our hillside from the village.


The key to survival when this deep into enemy-held mountains was to remain unseen. Our guide, supplied by the Sultan’s intelligence officer, was a Dhofari mountain man from the Mahra tribe who said that he hated the Marxists. My men did not trust him. Like them, I could only speak Omani Arabic and not the jebali (mountain men) dialect of this Mahra. But he seemed to be saying that we must wait in our bushy hide because Marxist soldiers, including the wanted commissars, would soon, he was sure, pass by on their way to or from the village.


I suffered a bad attack of diarrhoea, which was embarrassing in the close confines of the bush beside my three Omani soldier friends, and even more so when, unexpectedly, there appeared on the footpath a few yards ahead of us two jebalis with flintlock rifles and a small herd of goats.


One of my men, Said Salim, nineteen years old, ran his fingers across his throat, his eyebrows raised with the silent enquiry. Should he silence these men? Unable to make up my mind but realising that we were already in serious trouble, I merely aimed my semi-automatic FN rifle at the two men and Said beckoned them into our bush hide with his index finger on his lips. During the next two hours, as the heat mounted steadily, seven more jebalis, including a woman and two children, came by our thicket, saw us and the beckoning black snout of Said’s Bren gun and wisely joined us in our cramped and stinking lair.


Even before the arrival of the woman and children, I had already realised that I did not have the courage to order the slitting of our interlopers’ throats. This was despite the fact that I knew very well the story of the SAS men’s fate in the Radfan and I had always promised myself and my men that, given such a predicament, I would never risk all our lives by failing to silence anyone or anything (like a goat) likely to compromise us deep inside hostile territory.


A single shout in the jebali tongue from any one of our hostages would be enough to alert the adoo (our name for the Marxist forces), who would quickly cut us off with no hope of rescue or reinforcement.


In my case (but sadly not in Luttrell’s) Allah intervened when the two commissars, easily identifiable by the hexagonal red star badges on their forage hats, appeared without warning on their way from the village and on the goat path some fifteen yards from our overcrowded thicket.


The first man stopped abruptly, seeming to sniff the air. His face was scarred, his hair close shaven. I watched fascinated as the Kalashnikov, its ugly round magazine cradled in his elbow, swung around slowly as the man turned to face us. A Kalashnikov is an unpleasant weapon; a touch of its trigger will squeeze off a long rip of hollow-nosed 7.62 bullets that rip bone apart and pass through a man’s guts like papier mâché.


Inch by inch I lifted my rifle. The sun was in the east behind the man, outlining him. Only his shadow falling upon the thicket shielded my eyes, stinging with sweat, from direct glare. He peered directly at me now. I remember thinking, he has seen us. He is weighing his chances.


My voice seemed to come of its own volition. ‘Drop your weapons or we kill you.’


The big man reacted with incredible speed, twisting at the knee and bringing the Kalashnikov to bear in a single fluid movement.


I squeezed the trigger automatically. The guerrilla was slammed back as though caught in the chest by a sledgehammer. His limbs spread like a puppet and he cartwheeled out of sight down the grassy slope.


Behind him, the other man paused for a minute, unsure what to do. I noticed his face beneath the jungle cap. He looked sad and faintly surprised. His rifle, a Mark 4.303, was already pointed at my stomach when a flurry of shots rang out. Said Salim, forcing himself over our hostage bedu, fired at the adoo’s head.
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