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Physically flying is strange. The world is frequently upside down, your body often weighs four or five times its normal weight – or less than nothing. Great distances are consumed in seconds. Into that environment warfare intrudes. Or at least a tiny upside-down frog’seye glimpse of warfare intrudes. Overcoming disorientation, both spatial and situational, is at the heart of military flying.


David Knowles DFC (former 617 Tornado pilot and Squadron Leader) Meeting the Jet Man (Two Ravens Press, 2008)


I am often asked if I was scared, exhilarated, excited, focused; yes, all of those and none of those. Your training is such that you are aware of those feelings but you bring them all in from the edges and have them under control so everything in the cockpit is pretty calm even if there are missiles going off all around you. If you are hyped up you won’t operate and if you are too chilled you won’t operate. It is exciting but it’s not thrilling.


Group Captain S.P. ‘Rocky’ Rochelle OBE, DFC
Officer Commanding, 617 Squadron, 2006–2008
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FLY-PAST


Woodhall Spa, Lincolnshire,
Remembrance Sunday, 14 November 2010


The final autumn leaves were falling in the tree-lined streets of Woodhall Spa, an Edwardian village of imposing villas in the centre of Lincolnshire, as the 300-strong congregation clutching poppy wreaths filed out of St Peter’s Church and formed up in a parade to honour the fallen. They marched at a sedate pace down The Broadway, flanked by an arcade of shops, estate agents and tearooms. Woodhall Spa, its healing waters a distant memory, was no different from any other community on Remembrance Sunday, except in one respect. Where most towns and villages have a single war memorial, Woodhall Spa has two.


The clue as to why was in the military uniforms marching behind the clergy and the Royal British Legion banners. Nearly all of them were of Royal Air Force blue. Alongside them silver-haired men of a certain age had decorated their civilian suits with DFCs and instinctively remembered how to march in time.


The Royal Air Force, particularly Bomber Command, is in Lincolnshire’s DNA. During the Second World War there were close to fifty airfields in this flattest of counties as the RAF and the US Air Group pounded German industry. Most of them have gone the way of history but from the air it is still possible to see the outlines of hangars and runways lurking like ghosts under cultivated fields and golf courses.


After a few minutes the parade stopped first at the traditional cross at the crossroads of the village, where community wreaths were laid. A few yards away in Royal Square there is an altogether more imposing structure. Twelve feet high, it is cast in the shape of a dam and is inscribed with 205 names on six slate plates which are set into its arches. The centre of the monument has been ruptured and the central slab representing the escaping water has carved into it a coat of arms depicting three lightning bolts, a smashed dam and an unforgiving motto: ‘Après Moi Le Déluge’.


This is the monument to 617 Squadron, which on the night of 16 to 17 May 1943 took off from RAF Scampton near Lincoln, a few miles away, to carry out a daring night-time raid known at the time as Operation Chastise. Specially formed for a unique task, nineteen customised four-engine Avro Lancaster bombers, led by 617’s first commanding officer, 24-year-old Wing Commander Guy Penrose Gibson, were to fly just 60 feet above marble black water at 190 knots (220 mph) to attack three massive dams which provided the water that powered Germany’s heavy industry and main armaments factories in the Ruhr Valley.


Four hundred and fifty yards out from their targets they would launch a revolutionary back-spinning cylindrical bomb known as ‘Upkeep’, designed by inventor Barnes Wallis. It would bounce three times across the water like a skimming stone, clearing the torpedo netting. Then it would hit the dam wall and sink to 30 feet where it would explode, causing a massive shockwave that would breach the mighty structures, thereby unleashing millions of gallons of water.


Many, including Bomber Command’s irascible chief Sir Arthur ‘Bomber’ Harris, who was wedded to the nightly blanket bombing of Nazi industry, were sceptical that this kind of precision targeting with an unproven weapon would ever work and they tried to stop it. Harris was ‘prepared to bet my shirt’ that Upkeep would be a costly disaster. ‘Putting aside Lancasters and reducing our effort [was a] wild goose chase,’ he warned Air Staff. But 617 Squadron, flying in three waves and hugging their bombs in the stripped-out bellies of specially adapted Lancasters, did launch their weird munitions, which duly bounced down on to the water. Spinning backwards at 500 rpm, they skimmed across the surface until they hit concrete, where they sank and blew a massive 60-yard fracture in the Möhne Dam, which was holding back some 330 million tons of water. They also breached the Eder Dam, sending forth a Déluge to further disable Germany’s war machine. The third dam, the Sorpe, a huge structure made of earth and rock, suffered only minor damage.


The British press had a field day. The Daily Telegraph ran a triumphant three-deck headline on 18 May.


DEVASTATION SPREADS DOWN THE RUHR VALLEY. BRIDGES AND POWER PLANTS ENGULFED. BERLIN ADMITS HEAVY CASUALTIES.


‘With one single blow the RAF has precipitated what may prove to be the greatest industrial disaster yet inflicted on Germany in this war,’ the newspaper proclaimed, as the floods continued to spread fast for about fifty miles.


After a partial post-raid reconnaissance the Air Ministry issued a statement. ‘Railways and road bridges are broken down. Hydro-electrical power stations are destroyed or damaged; a railway marshalling yard is under water.’


Revisionist historians argue that more than 1200 civilians, and a number of prisoners of war, were killed and that German industry was back up and running in five months. This conveniently sidestepped the fact that it took huge amounts of cash, equipment and materials and 20,000 labourers to rebuild the country’s biggest dams and destroyed factory plant, which Germany could not afford. This left gaps in Hitler’s Atlantic Wall, under construction along the Normandy coast and through which the D-Day invasion would pour the following year. Revisionism also overlooks the shockwave that the Dams Raids caused to German confidence.


In Britain, Operation Chastise had the opposite effect on morale. The audacity of the ‘Bouncing Bomb’ and the adulation that pursued the airmen who had dropped it was sealed for ever. After the war, as Britain struggled with the economic cost of conflict, 617 Squadron was enshrined in a morale-boosting book and movie, The Dam Busters, which gave it the name by which it is known to this day: The Dambusters.


To the general public the Dambusters – who were recruited in such secrecy that initially none of them knew what they had been selected for, including Guy Gibson – are the most famous bomber squadron in the Royal Air Force. They are as synonymous with heroic aviation as the Spitfire is with the Battle of Britain. But in 1943 617 was simply known as ‘the Suicide Squadron’. ‘This squadron will either make history or be completely wiped out,’ Gibson said with unemotional accuracy. Gibson, a small, driven man and the best bomber pilot of his generation, won a VC. Thirty-three others were awarded between them five Distinguished Service Orders ten Distinguished Flying Crosses and four Bars, eleven Distinguished Flying Medals and one Bar and two Conspicuous Gallantry Medals.


But only eleven of the nineteen aircraft that left Lincolnshire on that historic night made it back. The Woodhall Spa monument carries the names of the 53 members of the 133 aircrew who set out on Operation Chastise and never returned from that against-all-odds mission, a casualty rate of nearly 40 per cent.


The Dambusters memorial is here because the Squadron subsequently flew out of RAF Woodhall Spa. They had their officers’ mess in the requisitioned Petwood Hotel, an Elizabethanesque, half-timbered, oak-panelled pile built in 1905, which is set in 30 acres of woodland and rhododendron walks on the edge of the village.


The rest of the names on the monument are those Dambusters who lost their lives on 617’s string of other bespoke wartime missions, which further cemented its growing reputation for precision bombing with pioneering weapons. Before D-Day, Dambuster sorties took out aircraft factories, viaducts, and the Paris marshalling yards at Juvisy and La Chapelle, to disrupt German transport and supplies bound for Normandy. The Dambusters moved on, flying missions to fool the Germans as to where D-Day was going to happen, destroying U-boat pens, V1 and V2 rocket launch sites.


Then notably, on 12 November 1944, 617 Squadron took part in the attack which sank the 42,000-ton German battleship Tirpitz in the Norwegian fjord of Tromsø, with another Barnes Wallis invention: a 12,000 lb ‘earthquake bomb’ known as ‘Tallboy’.


Only three who flew on Operation Chastise are still alive – Les Munro, a pilot, who lives in New Zealand, Canadian gunner Fred ‘Doc’ Sutherland and Englishman George ‘Johnny’ Johnson, a bomb-aimer. Very few who flew on the other Second World War Dambusters missions are left either, but one of them, taking his place in front of the Woodhall Spa memorial on Remembrance Sunday 2010, was Tony Iveson, a kindly and astute 91-year-old, who had known Gibson and had piloted one of the Lancasters on the Tirpitz raid. Iveson was one of only two Battle of Britain fighter pilots to switch to bombers and he flew in some twenty-seven operations with 617. In 1945 he won a DFC for keeping his Lancaster airborne when it had been so badly shot-up by a German fighter over Bergen that three of his crew had baled out. Despite losing an engine and having a tail-plane shot to bits he managed, by ‘jinking all over the sky’, to land safely in Shetland.


When the 617 memorial was built after the war at Woodhall Spa it was Iveson – who took the controls of a Lancaster again in his ninetieth year – they asked to compile the list of names that appears on it. At every reunion Iveson looked for just one: that of his great friend Drew ‘Duke’ Wyness. Squadron Leader Wyness was on another low-level Dambusters raid to blow up the Kembs Barrage in Alsace in 1944 when he was shot down.


I saw Drew go into the Rhine. And from there I didn’t know what had happened for years. We now know that Drew and his New Zealand wireless operator Bruce Hosie got into their dinghy but were caught by the Germans, taken to a village, interrogated, taken back to the Rhine and shot in the back of the head and chucked in the water. Their bodies were taken out of the water 50 miles downstream and buried side by side in a place called Toul, near Nancy, where they still lie. Extrovert, full of life, I often wondered if Drew knew instinctively that he was on borrowed time and had better enjoy it. I have visited his grave and his death touched me more than anything else.




As the Dambuster veterans paid their respects to the fallen a contemporary aviator’s mind was equally focused on the lives of 136 people, most of them in their twenties, he would soon lead into the midst of a contemporary conflict.


Wing Commander Keith Taylor had taken over as Officer Commanding (OC) 617 Squadron just a few weeks before, following in the flight path of Guy Gibson, Lord Leonard Cheshire of Woodhall and other great pilots and navigators who have commanded the Dambusters. Like them Taylor was happier in a flying suit in a cockpit than he was trussed up in a dress uniform. Standing alongside him was one of his navigators, 29-year-old Flight Lieutenant Lucy Williams. Just two years on 617, Lucy was inspired by her squadron’s history, answering the many requests for information that still come in about wartime exploits and all that had happened to the Dambusters since. In May of 2010 she had flown in a fly-past to commemorate the seventieth anniversary of the Allied operation to recapture the Norwegian town of Narvik and was also able to fly over the fjord where Tony Iveson and the rest of 617 helped sink the Tirpitz.


Keith Taylor didn’t need to look at his watch to sense the time was close. A laid-back but meticulous man, he wanted everything to go just right on his first visit to the Memorial as 617’s new boss. On the dot of 11 a.m. he heard a familiar sound: of air being torn and then ripped apart by power and speed. This year’s fly-past, one of two that 617 Squadron performs at Woodhall Spa every year, was on the button. Not that he would have expected anything less. But still he relaxed with the visual confirmation of a single Tornado GR4 bomber from today’s Dambusters that seemed to appear over the trees out of nowhere.


The jet’s distinctive swing wings were swept back. Its twin Rolls-Royce turbofan engines pumped out the thrust of thirty Grand Prix cars. The Tornado GR4, a two-seat, day-or-night, all-weather ground attack aircraft which can carry an array of laser-guided missiles and bunker-busting bombs, combines a certain grace and a guaranteed menace. It has an airspeed of over 1400 mph but the lone jet over Woodhall Spa was in relative cruise control as it swept in a wide arc just 500 feet above the monument, flying clean, its bomb pylons and weapons racks empty, as it paid tribute to the past. On the ground necks cricked, heads raised and hands twitched as the jet sped away. If this had not been a solemn occasion there would have been the kind of awed spontaneous applause that only aeroplanes can command.


The Tornado’s sudden arrival and equally swift departure made the two-minute silence that followed even more poignant. And then, by the 617 memorial, there was the reading of the names of former wartime squadron members who had died in the past year. The final lines of the ‘Ode of Remembrance’ from Laurence Binyon’s famous poem ‘For the Fallen’ hung on the breeze as ‘The Last Post’ was played. ‘At the going down of the sun and in the morning; We will remember them.’


After the ceremony Keith Taylor mingled and chatted with Tony Iveson and the other veterans. He was aware that he was the new boy and he was struck by how all of them were special men who had seen more than they sometimes cared to remember. In spite of their years, and with unquenchable optimism, they had already booked their rooms at the Petwood Hotel for the annual Dams Reunion Dinner and Tornado fly-past to be held in May 2011. By that time he and 617 would be flying sorties 3500 miles to the east, out of the heat, dust and danger that is Kandahar Air Field, known to all who served there as KAF. In just six months 617 would deploy to Afghanistan for the first time for a three-month tour supporting 3 Commando Brigade, which would be taking over leadership of Britain’s Task Force Helmand in Helmand Province. They would also be working with the front-line troops of other countries that had joined the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) across a rugged and unforgiving country the size of France.


Seventy per cent of Taylor’s young squadron had never deployed operationally anywhere before. On top of that they were coming to terms with the Strategic Defence and Security Review (SDSR) published the previous month and which had withdrawn the Harrier and the Nimrod. SDSR had also announced that two front-line Tornado squadrons would go, reducing the number from seven to five. However, it would not be announced until the following March (2011) which two they would be. The government had also vowed to cut RAF personnel by 5000 on its continuing mission to plug a £38 billion black hole in the defence budget. There were persistent rumours that 617’s own home base at RAF Lossiemouth on the Moray Firth near Inverness would be closed down, with squadrons relocated to RAF Marham in Norfolk. Many of the Dambusters who had bought houses in nearby Elgin worried that they would be left with properties they couldn’t sell.


However, pilots like Keith Taylor who lived to fly fast jets had opted to focus on the positive. ‘I am confident that 617 Squadron will survive due to our lead Storm Shadow role,’ he had said in the speech he had given the previous evening to the 617 Squadron Aircrew Association at its annual Tirpitz Reunion Dinner at the Petwood Hotel.


Storm Shadow was a ‘bunker-busting’ cruise missile first used in action by 617 to destroy Saddam Hussein’s command-and-control centres during the invasion of Iraq in 2003.




‘One of the main reasons the Tornado GR4 survived SDSR and the Harrier didn’t was because of this capability,’ Taylor said.


The new OC was also ‘delighted to tell’ his audience of old Dambusters that the Tornado Standards Unit’s assessment visit to 617 in September had ‘observed a broad spectrum of skill-sets and competencies and deemed the Squadron to be in good health. Squadron weaknesses: nil. Overall Assessment: High Average.’


Even so, as a veteran of seven operational tours over Iraq, Keith Taylor knew that however good the training – including a recent heavy weapons exercise at the Cold Lake Air Weapons Range in Alberta, Canada and continuing close air support exercises with the British army back in the UK – supporting troops in conflict on the ground in Afghanistan against the clock was altogether something else.


Come the New Year the Dambusters would ramp up training with a sole focus: taking over from 12 Squadron in April as the Tornado Force in Kandahar on Operation Herrick 14.


For 617 a high average was not going to be enough. Only high performance at all times would get the job done.
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LIGHT THE FIRES


RAF Lossiemouth,
17 January 2011


There was sleet in the air and the wind driving in off the Moray Firth was so strong the long grass beside the main runway was bent double. Even the strutting gulls had retreated to the barrack roofs and shut down their noise. Out on the tarmac at 7 a.m. the temperature soared as orange-tinged white flames spat out from the back of a Tornado. The bomber waited, 27 tonnes fully-laden with weaponry and fuel, white strobe lights winking on its wings and rocking a little, like a sprinter going down into the blocks.


Cleared for take-off, the pilot pushed his throttle box levers forward as far as they would go to ‘combat’ position, soaking the twin engines with fuel to fire up the afterburners and produce enough forward thrust for take-off. The jet catapulted down the runway. The din it left behind was deep and sharp, painful enough to flip eardrums inside out and back again, and spewing out decibels that registered deep in the gut. The windows in nearby buildings rattled and hummed. Wagons circulating on the airfield’s perimeter road were muted. Even the wind was silenced.




Five thousand feet down the runway the Tornado swooped off the long strip of black and rose up quickly, tucking away its landing gear at around 100 feet and then climbing rapidly up and away into a wide, watery Highland sky.


As it headed out west towards snow-topped mountains and the bombing range at RAF Tain on the Moray Firth another Tornado sped down the runway. And then another. Their engines burned like two round furnaces in the gloom, leaving ripped air in their wake.


In the high-arched Hardened Aircraft Shelters (HASs) – fast jet garages, which were built to withstand anything that the Soviet Union could throw at them in the Cold War years – the long noses of other Tornados could be seen. As grey as the day, their cockpit canopies were up, waiting for pilots and their navigators who bent into the wind and walked out towards them from the aircrew building. Engineers who had laboured during the night to get the Squadron’s jets serviceable had made final checks and signed them fit for flying. The ‘seeoff ’ was supervised by technicians known as ‘lineys’. Donning their ear-protectors and headphones, they strapped the crews into their cockpits before going through a series of final checks prior to take-off and then waved the jets out of the shelters for the taxi-out to yet more sorties in 617 Squadron’s demanding flying programme.


Nearby, the sign outside a dark green single-storey flat-roofed Cold War building stood resolutely in the face of the wind and proclaimed in 617 Squadron’s red letters on a black background: ‘Welcome to The Dambusters’.


A trio of Barnes Wallis bombs that the Squadron had pioneered into service stood outside in a line like sentries. The rotund bouncing bomb was flanked by two others, standing on their noses: ‘Tallboy’, 21 feet and 5 tons, and its 26-foot, 10-ton cousin ‘Grand Slam’, which 617 had used in March 1945 to knock out the Bielefeld railway viaduct in North Rhine-Westphalia. Of more recent vintage in the Squadron’s ballistic sculpture park was a Storm Shadow. This 16-foot-long, pre-programmed, ‘fire and forget’ air-to-surface cruise missile was first launched in April 2003 by 617’s Tornados during the invasion of Iraq. According to one navigator the weapon was so new that the ink of the manufacturer’s date stamp was still damp when it left the jet at more than 600 mph to destroy Saddam Hussein’s command-and-control bunkers.


The aircrew base at Lossiemouth that housed 617 was much more flimsy and inside Keith Taylor’s office there was a sense of flux. A broad-shouldered man of medium height, the new Boss scratched his full head of thick brown hair. He still had nowhere to store his bags and he could almost feel the imprint of his predecessor on his chair. But there was plenty of room for the Squadron’s history. A large oil painting of Lancasters flying over the Möhne Dam hung on the wall behind his desk alongside a pen and ink portrait of Guy Gibson. A canvas of 617 Tornados in Operation Desert Storm dominated another wall. As the new Boss walked down the corridor to the crewroom to get a coffee he passed yet more portraits of squadron luminaries such as Leonard Cheshire VC, who had commanded 617 from November 1943 until July 1944.


One of the RAF’s most highly decorated Second World War pilots, and its youngest group captain, Cheshire had also won the DSO and Two Bars and the DFC. ‘The greatest bomber pilot of any air force in the world’ said a caption. Cheshire – who was later awarded the Order of Merit and ennobled as Baron Cheshire of Woodhall, for his campaigning charity work and residential homes for the disabled – developed a white-knuckle low-level form of target marking. This involved flying Mustangs and Mosquitoes down to 300 feet to strike at and mark targets with flares so the main heavy bomber force above could accurately drop their bombs.


Another highly decorated low-level bomber pilot staring out from the Dambusters’ walls at Keith Taylor was Harold ‘Micky’ Martin, an Australian who bombed the Möhne Dam, commanded 617 in 1943 and then became an air marshal and was knighted. Martin, who won the DSO and Bar, the DFC and Two Bars and the AFC (Air Force Cross), was described in his Times obituary as ‘swashbuckling and brave, with scant respect for authority [but] knew that gallantry was of no avail without skill and tactical sense’. It was a sentiment Keith Taylor could identify with and recognised in some of his younger pilots but he agreed even more with Martin’s ‘insistence upon rigorous flying standards [which] enabled many young pilots to stay alive who might otherwise have died’. It was something to instil into his untested pilots and navigators before they deployed.


The 617 crewroom walls were covered in yet more photographs of a treasured history when the wearing of wide moustaches over super-confident forget-tomorrow grins seemed to be compulsory for aircrew. A heavy section of armour and decking from the Tirpitz – donated by ‘your friends in Norway’ – was mounted on a wall. Pride of place was taken by a display cabinet containing Guy Gibson’s cap, photograph and a facsimile of his logbook, permanently left open at May 1943. On the left-hand page in a confident but matter-of-fact script he had written, ‘Led attack on Möhne and Eder Dams. Successful’. On the right-hand page his entry in capitals for 25 May read simply: ‘AWARDED VC’. Displayed nearby was the script of the famous film of Paul Brickhill’s book The Dam Busters. Such was the enduring power of the raid and the men who flew on it that the movie was going to be remade by Lord of the Rings director Peter Jackson, with a script by Stephen Fry.


‘All the wartime Dambuster leaders were men of intense ability and exceptional airmanship combined with what was called press-on spirit,’ says Robert Owen, who is the 617 Squadron Aircrew Association historian. ‘They were people who rose to a challenge and they had the experience and the ability that once given a problem they would find a solution to it.’


There is no escape from the Squadron’s history of pressing on for today’s 617 pilots, navigators and ground crew. It is ever-present in the series of ‘firsts’ racked up by their illustrious predecessors. The Squadron’s Vulcan B2s were the first to be equipped in 1963 with the Blue Steel nuclear missile. In 1977 it was the first non-American squadron to enter the US Bombing Competition. The Dambusters won it three years running. Huge leather scrapbooks in the crewroom reveal that a new world record for a flight between Britain and Australia was set by 617 in a Vulcan B Mk 1 on 21 June 1961, completing 11,500 miles in 20 hours and 3 minutes. The following year a 617 crew of five took off from RAF Scampton in a Mk 2 Vulcan to set a round-the-world record.


‘Those were the days,’ Keith Taylor nodded, with a characteristic big grin. But it faded quickly because he knew that these days the RAF was going be reduced to fewer front-line fast jet squadrons in total than it had once had stationed in former West Germany alone. Home and away they were being asked to tackle an ever-increasing workload.


‘For my guys to have all this history around them is great and I hope it is inspirational,’ Taylor said, ‘but they’re so busy they don’t have time to either wallow in it or be intimidated by it. They have more pressing business.’


*




At the beginning of 2011 that pressing business was to train relentlessly until the beginning of April, when the Squadron would arrive in Kandahar to provide close air support (CAS) to troops on the ground in Afghanistan on a three-month detachment. Day and night the pilots and navigators of 617 would be spending hours airborne and in the simulator on training sorties that would be recorded on video and then analysed and assessed second-by-second back on the ground. Nothing could or would be left to chance. Coalition forces in direct contact with the enemy and who needed a fast jet to get them out of a hole had to have one in minutes.


One hundred of the Squadron’s engineers, who worked in a block 150 metres from the aircrew building and would deploy with them to Kandahar, were just as crucial to the lives of the troops on the ground. Without them jets would not fly and meet a 24-hour, seven-days-a-week flying programme. They would be going through a pre-deployment work-up programme to hone all the skills needed to keep jets flying in exactly the climatic conditions that jets don’t like.


On the ground and in the air the next three months would be the technical rehearsal for all aspects of counter-insurgency (COIN): low-flying shows of force to spook and drive the enemy out from the shields of civilian communities, strafing and bombing of proven targets, convoy protection and perhaps most importantly the life-and-death search for improvised explosive devices (IEDs), the insurgents’ increasingly sophisticated and destructive weapon of choice, using spy-in-the-sky cameras to bring back day-by-day intelligence of the battle space for analysis back at Kandahar.


By the first week of April, when the first of the Dambusters headed for Kandahar, Keith Taylor would have to have moulded his Squadron to provide every facet of air power, or as current RAF branding liked to put it, to be ‘agile, adaptable, capable’.


Another jet rattled the crewroom skylights and there seemed to be an added eagerness about Keith Taylor’s work as he headed off for the daily early-morning met, intelligence and tasking briefing. The Dambusters were the only front-line fast jet squadron never to have joined the rolling Tornado deployment in Kandahar, where squadrons changed every three months. For 617, with a history of firsts, this had been hard to take, much to the amusement of the other squadrons, who guarded their history just as proudly. The ‘Suicide Squadron’ had been dubbed the ‘Stay at Home Squadron’, the ‘Bumdusters’. That was not the original plan when it was announced that Tornados would take over from Harriers in Kandahar in the spring of 2009. First to deploy should have been 12 Squadron, with 617 replacing it. But thanks to the delay in building the ramp at KAF to accommodate Tornados the takeover did not happen until the summer, which meant that although 12 still went in first 617 Squadron was bumped to the back of the queue. Now it was 2011 and some squadrons had deployed to Afghanistan twice. If Keith Taylor could not be first he was adamant that his squadron, the RAF’s youngest, would be the best. They would fly more hours, achieve more tasks and have fewer mechanical breakdowns.


The Dambusters’ new boss also had a personal reason for wanting to succeed; one that long predated his immediate professional pride. A talented and highly experienced pilot with more than 3,000 flying hours, Keith Taylor had spent years waiting for a front-line squadron command and had almost given up hope of ever getting one.


*


The son of a Metropolitan Police officer, Keith’s interest in aircraft stemmed from his grandfather, who had been an RAF fitter in the Second World War, but his passion for flying was kindled when he was ten years old and his Scottish parents took a lodger at their home in Croydon. His name was John Allison. A wing commander from RAF Coningsby, down the road from Woodhall Spa, Allison had been posted for two years’ desk duty to the Ministry of Defence in Whitehall. One weekend he took the Taylor family flying down at Redhill.


‘It was a five-seat single-engine piston aeroplane called a Jodel. That was pretty exciting,’ recalled Keith, who has a nice line in understatement. ‘That was it for me. Maybe I could get a job as a pilot.’


In his career John Allison flew the Lightning, Phantom and Tornado F3 before becoming an Air Chief Marshal, serving as Commander-in-Chief of Strike Command, responsible for the RAF’s entire front line. He would retire from the Air Force with a knighthood in 1999.


Keith Taylor’s parents managed to educate him privately at Dulwich College in south-east London, because his older brother already had an assisted place at the school. There Keith joined the Air Cadets and won a Sixth Form RAF Scholarship, which got him thirty hours flying at Dundee Flight Club. By the age of 17 Keith had his pilot’s licence – a full year before he passed his driving test. At Bath University, where he studied mechanical engineering, he joined his university air squadron: a traditional and still well-trodden route into the RAF. Straight after graduating he joined the RAF, starting his initial officer training at RAF Cranwell in Lincolnshire in 1989 as Cadet 122 IOT.


Very early on in his basic training he knew he wanted to fly fast jets. Piloting the heavy metal of transport and tankers – and being referred to by all fast jet pilots as a ‘trucky’ – had about as much allure to him as driving a transit van. After working up through the grades of training aircraft he moved in 1991, aged 23, to RAF Valley in Anglesey for advanced fast jet training, where he was taught to fly the twin-seat Hawk – the jet used by the Red Arrows. He was already in a minority. Only one in forty fast jet hopefuls ever makes it to Valley, which is known as ‘the pilot factory’. Unknown to Keith a particular senior officer had asked to come to Valley and present him with his wings. It was John Allison, who was by then an Air Vice-Marshal.


The next four years were increasingly hard graft as Flying Officer Taylor learned, with an instructor in the back seat, how to fly the red and white Hawk, wearing a fast jet pilot’s helmet and oxygen mask, darting low-level at 420 knots (480 mph) through the valleys of Snowdonia and all the other key skills of the fast jet pilot, such as instrument flying, navigation, high-level formations and vertical climbing. They were relentless, exciting, exhausting days.


‘When you fly the Hawk you step up a gear,’ he said. ‘In fact, many gears.’


Keith qualified to fly fast jets, but that was only half the package. Next up was tactical weapons training at RAF Chivenor in Devon.


‘That’s when you learn how to fight with an aeroplane rather than just flying it.’


He began to stock his skills armoury: mastering the gun sight and weapons systems, how to tail-chase another aircraft, keeping it in firing range, and strafing and bombing. Next came the air defence phase. In lay speak this is raw-handling: quick-fire offensive and defensive manoeuvres as another jet tries to ‘shoot’ you out of the sky.




Ground attack training culminated in around fifteen simulated attack profiles, or SAPs, where each time he had to complete a fully integrated mission based on targets and intelligence scenarios provided by the instructors. Finally he had to wrap all his new skills up into an Operations Phase: a miniwar involving evasion at low-level, air-to-air combat and targeting bombs and bullets. Always ahead of the game whether flying vertically, upside down or caressing the ground until it threatened to swallow him up, Flying Officer Keith Taylor had learned Micky Martin’s lesson that ‘gallantry was of no avail without skill and tactical sense’.


The kind of split-second decision-making and judgement that a Tornado pilot needed was a long way from the First World War pilots who used to practise their aerial combat manoeuvres on the ground on bicycles.


‘We tried that once at Valley,’ Keith said with a knock-off smile. ‘It didn’t go too well. We were all pretty drunk. Quite a few injuries.’


The motto of 151(R) Squadron which then conducted tactical weapons training is ‘Fidelity unto Duty’. The duty was very demanding. Of the eleven who started on Keith’s course he was the only one to finish it. ‘Everything is easy when everything is working to plan,’ he said, ‘but when bad weather intervenes or things just don’t go your way then you have to re-plan and come up with something different. That’s going to be the story when we get to Afghanistan. We will be tasked to get airborne and then suddenly the pre-arranged sortie we have prepared for over several hours will be scrapped because something more urgent will need doing. In seconds you could go from flying armed over-watch on a routine convoy in Helmand to being asked to fly hundreds of miles north to drop a bomb or strafe insurgents. Some people don’t have the mental flexibility to be able to do that. You can have all the technical flying skills but the key to being a good fast jet pilot is flexibility and rapid, reasoned decision-making.’


And a large dash of press-on spirit.


Flight Lieutenant Taylor then moved on to conversion training for Tornados, first at RAF Cottesmore in Rutland and then at RAF Honington in Suffolk. Today the Valley set are turned into Tornado pilots by the Operational Conversion Unit (OCU) run by 15(R) Squadron at RAF Lossiemouth.


Posted to RAF Brüggen in West Germany on 31 Squadron for three Cold War years, Keith met his future wife Lizee, who was teaching in one of the service schools, and together they went back to Anglesey where Keith spent four years as a fast jet instructor from 1995. He enjoyed his time there and his daughters Lucy, now 15 years old, and Hannah, now 13, were born in Bangor Hospital. But the pilot factory was beginning to get repetitive. He yearned to return to front-line squadron life. In 1999 he got his wish and was posted to 12 Squadron at Lossiemouth.


Like all pilots he realised that to gain promotion he would at some point have to leave the cockpit and fly a desk. Now a squadron leader, Taylor was posted to RAF No.1 Group Air Command, part of the then Strike Command at High Wycombe, to supervise all aspects of Tornado training, but then he was released back to 12 Squadron.


‘My boss said that he wanted to break me out of the training mould and so as a flight commander he put me in charge of the day-to-day running of the squadron’s flying programme, which was great and out of that I was promoted to wing commander.’


He notched up seven operational tours over Iraq with 12 and 31 Squadrons, flying out of Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and Qatar, policing the southern no-fly zone to prevent Saddam Hussein’s jets bombing or dropping chemicals on the Kurds and flying patrols on Operation Southern Watch over Iraq’s Shi’a population in the south. But always the desk beckoned, first at Shrivenham, near Swindon, where he did an MA in Defence Studies, and then back to High Wycombe supervising all the desk officers who look after the career management of junior officer pilots, navigators and non-commissioned aircrew.


In charge of the careers of others, Keith began to feel that his own was stagnating. He desperately wanted to be back in the cockpit as officer commanding a front-line squadron. OC opportunities came at 15, 12 and 14 Squadrons at Lossiemouth and XIII Squadron at RAF Marham. Every time he was encouraged to go before the appointments board but each time he narrowly missed out.


‘I admit I was quite depressed. Because I was close to the RAF appointments process I knew I had been well in the running.’


Then in 2009 he was asked if he would put his name forward to take over 208(R) Squadron at RAF Valley. It was a good posting, but it was back to training. With the RAF shrinking and career opportunities with it ‘to turn down the chance could have been a bad career move but I also knew that some fast jet squadrons were due to come up’. Keith asked to delay the board for 208 Squadron until after the front-line slots were decided. His request was refused. If things just don’t go your way then you have to re-plan and come up with something diff erent.


He now took a courageous decision. ‘I asked to have my name withdrawn from the 208 job. I then waited and hoped.’


The next board came along for command of five frontline fast jet squadrons: 2, 9 and 31 at Marham and 617 at Lossiemouth. ‘The Dambusters was the jewel in the crown for me. I’d have been very happy to go anywhere but to have one’s name on the same squadron board as Guy Gibson and Leonard Cheshire would be a tremendous honour.’


If Keith Taylor sometimes doubted that he would ever get a squadron to command, his switched-on wife Lizee never wavered.


‘Keith is a very positive person until it comes to his own potential achievements but I always believed in my heart of hearts that he would get a squadron; and I always said to him “It’s going to be 617”. He just laughed it off; told me not to be silly.’


But this time his luck stuck. Keith Taylor did pass the board. He not only won command of a squadron: he had got OC 617. Finally, he could put the triangular badge of a Tornado in outline and the legend ‘617 Sqn Dambusters’ in vivid red reversed out of black on the left shoulder of his flying suit.


At the start of 2011 as Keith walked, mug in hand, down the corridor from the crewroom to his office, just a few months into his post as officer commanding the RAF’s most famous bomber squadron, the name of ‘Wg Cdr Keith Taylor’ was already there in gold script on the dark brown officers commanding board, underneath those of Guy Gibson, Leonard Cheshire and Micky Martin.


‘I don’t put myself in their class,’ he said, pausing to look at the board, but quietly he was thrilled. ‘There are also many other names on there who may not mean much outside the RAF but they mean a great deal to me.’


His wife Lizee recalls: ‘When Keith did get 617, just as I always predicted he would, he looked at me quizzically, smiled and said: “Are you a witch?” But all the signs were there,’ she insists. ‘Look, even his mobile phone number, which he got back in 1996, ends in 617.’
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FLY, FIGHT, DO ADMIN


Keith Taylor had inherited a high-performing and committed squadron, but its operational experience was limited. The vast majority of them had never deployed operationally before. Many were on their very first tour of duty on a fast jet squadron and in a few months they would be flying in a warzone. They were excited to try out their skills for real. Professional enthusiasm was to be encouraged but it also had to be tempered with some realism. As part of the NATO-led International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) deploying alongside 3 Commando Brigade, which was taking over from 16 Air Assault Brigade at the helm of Task Force Helmand, the Dambusters were not going to be fighting a conventional Iraq-style state-on-state war in which they might expect to drop bombs every sortie. The Dambusters’ job was to provide close air support (CAS) to troops on the ground from all coalition nations – and of course, the Afghans themselves – as well as 3 Commando Brigade, who were now on a mission to win hearts and minds in the fractured and tribal society that was Afghanistan. Surveillance, intelligence and where necessary a threatening presence would be as much a part of the Dambusters’ armoury as precision weapons strikes.


Four years before, Afghanistan had been very kinetic but in 2011 the focus was on counter-insurgency (COIN) and the challenge was providing the security that would allow Afghanistan to take charge of its own destiny, free from interference and intimidation by the Taliban and other insurgent groups. The buzzword was ‘Transition’ and everybody was using it.


It sounded very logical and desirable when the politicians and the strategists trotted out the hearts-and-minds mantra but in the real world of war there were grey areas of when to drop bombs and when not to. The political and strategic drive was all about when not to.


The softer focus had begun with the doctrine of ‘Courageous Restraint’ introduced by General Stanley McChrystal, the US commander in Afghanistan and commander of the ISAF forces in 2009 and 2010. To cut down the number of civilian casualties in Afghanistan more restrictive rules of engagement (ROE) had been brought in.


Barack Obama’s surge of 30,000 additional troops in November 2009 brought the total number of American servicemen and women to nearly 100,000. In total ISAF troops numbered 131,000 from forty-eight nations, with Britain the next biggest contributor after the United States with 9500 conventional forces. June 2010 was the bloodiest since ISAF soldiers had entered Afghanistan in 2001, but this could be explained in part by the fact that there were now more troops on the ground taking the fight to the insurgents. Twenty British troops had lost their lives in that month, the second-highest losses ever in Afghanistan. The number who lost limbs to bomb blasts, or what the Ministry of Defence describes as ‘traumatic or surgical amputation’, in 2010 was up by nearly 40 per cent on 2009, although these figures had fallen sharply by the end of 2011.




It was widely reported in the media that critics in the military, especially those taking the big hits on the ground, complained that they were unable to use all the tools at their disposal. When Obama replaced McChrystal with General David Petraeus in June 2010, Petraeus reviewed the courageous restraint doctrine but now at the start of 2011 the policy had been reaffirmed. Nevertheless, the ‘surge’ appeared to be working and tangible progress was being made.


Keith Taylor acknowledged that for stability to be lasting in Afghanistan a political settlement was essential. Equally he had under his command a group of highly motivated aircrew who had been trained and trained to drop precision bombs and who were ready to produce those skills in a war.


Taylor’s biggest challenge was managing that offensive spirit within the current military imperative, which was to employ the psychological threat and presence of air power rather than the delivery of that threat. Striking at the enemy remained a major option but, equally, civilian casualties were to be kept at zero. There would be times where stepping back would be the most effective weapon.


Luckily, in his four flight commanders, known as the ‘Execs’, the new Boss had a lot of operational experience in Iraq and from Afghanistan to call on. The Execs were responsible for training and supervision, weapons capability and operational support, and generally moulding a group of young and mostly inexperienced flight lieutenants and flying officers ready for the Boss to take to Afghanistan.


Chief of the Execs was Squadron Leader Chris Ball. Chris Ball was 617 Squadron’s second-in-command, aka 2iC, aka ‘Chief of Staff ’, aka all-round popular and respected guy by both aircrew and the squadron’s engineers, not a band of men and women who were easily impressed. You could tell when Chris Ball, his nickname ‘Ballsy’ emblazoned on his overalls, was in a room. Suddenly the pace picked up. Putting in some energetic work on his computer and itching to get back into flying mode, Ballsy signed every email, ‘Fly. Fight. Do Admin’. A signal to others and a reminder to himself of where his priorities lay.


Chris Ball was one of many on 617 who had just had his hair cropped back to the scalp.


‘It’s nothing to do with deploying to Afghanistan and going “warlike”,’ he said, ‘it’s admitting defeat to the baldness.’ He rubbed his palm over the chisel of black stubble shaped by his fast receding hairline.


One of the few current Dambusters who had experienced air warfare in Afghanistan, 36-year-old Chris Ball knew the younger members of the squadron were now thinking increasingly about dropping weapons for real.


‘It’s not something they are talking about a lot,’ he said, ‘but as the time gets closer they know they will be flying with the capability to take lives.’


Firing live weapons on training runs to Garvie Island, the uninhabited lump of wave-lashed rock off the northern coast of Scotland a few miles east of Cape Wrath – one of the only military bombing ranges in Europe where live 1000 lb bombs can be dropped – ensured technical flying expertise and accuracy of delivery, but no training could ever fully prepare for the human target.


Occasionally they would ask him what it was like when a weapon left the jet, knowing that somebody was going to die as a result in a matter of minutes.


‘I think about it, I do think about it,’ Ballsy reflected. ‘Guilty is the wrong word; but killing somebody is obviously not guilt free. I think about it but I don’t regret. If you are removing genuinely bad guys from the battle space who are trying to kill our troops and if you are doing it professionally and to the rules of engagement, it is a good job done well.’


A working class boy from Standish near Wigan – ‘my dad’s a mechanic, my granddad’s a pig farmer, so pretty average background’ – Ballsy and the RAF met up in 1996.


‘I thought it would be cool to be a pilot. I guess I’m a product of the Top Gun era.’


He flew ‘three excellent years’ with 13 Squadron, based at Marham, which included Operation Southern Watch, enforcing the Iraqi no-fly zone, and the Second Gulf War in 2003. He remembered vividly the first time he was shot at.


‘We had done all these briefings about Triple A [anti-aircraft artillery] but on one sortie my flight leader had a reconnaissance pod so he was taking pictures and my job was to stick on his wing; the extra set of eyes looking out. I saw these clouds, about three of them, white clouds with black in the middle. I thought, those are weird-looking clouds, and then three more appeared and they were all about the same height as us and it finally twigged we were being shot at. You always expect there to be a loud bang and a flash but of course there isn’t; so the next time I saw it I was a bit quicker to twig and we ducked and weaved out of there a lot faster. I kicked myself for being so slow.’


The word slow did not stick to Chris Ball. As soon as he got back from the Gulf War he married his Norwegian wife, Silja, and for two years was an instructor with 15 Squadron, the Tornado Operational Conversion Unit (OCU) at RAF Lossiemouth. Being an instructor meant he would see more of his wife and his new daughter Ester than if he had been on a front-line squadron and at this point he felt operationally sated. But then fate stepped in. The weapons instructor’s course he was hoping to start was cancelled. There would be at least a six-month wait for the next.


‘I was told there were some exchange jobs coming up in the States. A pilot exchange had always been on my wish list.’ He spent the next three years as a flight commander with 336th Fighter Squadron, known as the ‘Rocketeers’, part of 4th Fighter Wing, one of America’s most legendary fighter wings. Based at Seymour Johnson Air Force Base in North Carolina, 4th Fighter Wing has its roots in the RAF Eagle Squadrons which were formed in the Second World War for volunteer American pilots, before the United States entered the war.


Flying his first sortie in the twin-finned F15E Strike Eagle, Ballsy knew that Top Gun had won out over career advice. The 1650 mph, sleek-nosed Strike Eagle was a jet that was easy to love.


‘A European jet like the Tornado you climb into; there’s a lot of metal obscuring the view,’ he said. ‘The Strike Eagle you just strap it on to your back and go flying. It’s 50 per cent bigger than a Tornado, like flying a tennis court, and comes with all the toys for air-to-air combat and air-to-ground deep strike,’ he said, reeling them off. ‘Great airframe, great air-to-ground avionics, multiple computer screens, electronic moving maps to navigate, nice big bubble canopy, great visibility. When you’re leading a four-ship (four jets in formation) you just feel like you own the world.’


Ballsy was commanding twenty American airmen. ‘There was no resentment. They were very professional, very good operators, seven-days-a-week guys, but there were some differences from the RAF’. During an exercise at Nellis Air Force Base near Las Vegas the Rocketeers were granted a Sunday at-ease Fun Day. ‘I suggested to the guys we play some golf to chill out and I’d book three tees,’ Ballsy recalled. ‘Eleven hands went up. Then another flight commander asked for a show of hands for a church run. Thirty-five went up for that.’


Towards the end of 2007 4th Fighter Wing was posted to Afghanistan. For four and a half months Ballsy was flying out of Bagram airfield north of Kabul, way up near the Hindu Kush mountain range.


‘It was a great opportunity. The airfield was 5000 feet up with a 17,000-feet mountain right in front of you. When we arrived it was 40 degrees C and we didn’t see a cloud for two months then it dropped to minus 15 and there was snow everywhere.’


The flying programme was tough. At one point he flew ten days straight. ‘There were a lot of kinetic drops back then.’


Back to the States and the Deep South began to lose its fascination, especially for Silja. ‘She struggled a bit culturally living out there. There wasn’t a lot to do. We are a very well-travelled European family. My brother is married to a Spanish girl, Silja’s sister is married to a Frenchman and her brother is getting married to a Polish girl but in North Carolina we were an hour and a quarter from Raleigh the state capital. You’d have an hour’s drive in any direction just to get out of the swamp.’


Ballsy returned to the RAF. ‘But we did come back with a souvenir,’ he smiled. ‘We had our son, August, while we were out there; our own little American that we brought home.’


A posting to Scotland with 617 was just about ideal, especially when he discovered that he was to be one of four Dambuster aircrew who would fly alongside 12 Squadron in 2009 when it replaced the Harriers – the first Tornado squadron to deploy to Kandahar. It was the best way to gain experience of operating the GR4 in Afghanistan for when 617 took over from 12.


‘The jet was very different to the F15 but the airspace was the same. Kandahar also smelt just the same as Bagram: dust and aviation fuel. We got a couple of months in but in the end the deployment schedule changed and we didn’t take over from 12 Squadron.’


Now finally the Dambusters’ first full squadron deployment to Afghanistan was looming. It was also likely to be Ballsy’s last operational flying tour, given the shrinking of the RAF.


As the days ticked by, as they would increasingly quickly as Kandahar beckoned, Chris Ball reckoned that first and foremost 617’s aircrew had to be strong-willed individuals and also great team players. But they were also as he knew creatures of habit who compartmentalised their lives.


‘Compartmentalisation of information, processes and drills is essential to operate in a jet but you tend to take it into the rest of your life as well,’ he admitted. ‘When I am at work I very rarely phone my wife because I am at work then; the two don’t kind of mix. So you are drawing a divide, compartmentalising functions and the way you do things.’


Ballsy had many compartments, all of them crammed full of action. Compartments for running, boxing, skiing, and partying. But even though the pace was beginning to hot up in 617’s pre-deployment training Ballsy made sure he kept one compartment free every week: to take Ester, now six, to her piano lessons.


‘I saw this great video on YouTube called The Failing Aviator where a US Air Force psychologist does a briefing on the psychology of pilots and describes a typical aircrew day. “You are extremely predictable and you must be in control. You get up and you shave in exactly the same number of strokes in exactly the same way day after day after day.” I thought, “That’s exactly me. He’s hit it bang on the button.”’


*


Squadron Leader Ball was not the only one who liked to be in control. In the fast jet profession, where not to be in control in the air for a single second could lead to ultimate wipe-out, it was not surprising that pilots especially, and also navigators, liked to keep tabs on everything from the ground up.


‘There’s more to being a fast jet pilot than light the fires, kick the tyres,’ Squadron Leader Ian ‘Rocksy’ Sharrocks smiled. Open-faced, straight-backed and blessed with a neat turn of phrase, Rocksy was 617’s OC Weapons and another important member of the Execs. Hailing from Coventry and now 36 years old, he had started his military life as a midshipman flying helicopters for the Royal Navy off HMS Invincible on surface sweeps, seeking out fast boat bombers like those that had attacked the American destroyer USS Cole in 2000. Also off Invincible he had flown ‘some interesting people’ low over the rooftops of Kosovo and dodged telegraph poles along the main street of Albania’s capital, Tirana. ‘That was probably the zenith of the Brit carrier,’ Rocksy reflected. As an ex-Naval man he did not immediately understand why it had been announced that carriers were being sent to the scrapyards before replacements had been built.


It was watching Sea Harriers taking off from Invincible’s flight deck and going on ops that made Sharrocks realise, ‘I want to be doing that.’ He switched from rotary to fast jets and flew with 9 Squadron. His very first ‘Shock and Awe’ mission, which kicked off the invasion of Iraq in 2003, was an attack on the Iraqi Republican Guard barracks in the southern approaches to Baghdad, with surgically accurate Paveway laser-guided smart bombs.


‘It was a dream ticket, a proper night mission with a big batch of aircraft, night vision goggs turning everything green. There was lots of flak and a lot of missiles coming up but they all missed. Everything was working 100 per cent and with intense clarity. You could hear all the radio calls. We didn’t miss anything. When an attack goes well it feels like everything is in slow motion. We dropped the bombs, seconds later we knew we had hit the target and then when the attack was over we broke left, the burners came in and the speed kicked back in on the run home to Ali Al Salem Air Base in Kuwait and the real world.’


Sharrocks, who relaxed by reading James Bond and the Flashman novels, had joined 617 in June 2010 and even though he was now a flight commander he still had to put up with fast jet banter towards helicopter pilots. Only the best pilots went direct to fast jet, they said, while those who went rotary flew egg whisks in formation.


‘We’d tell them, “You jet jockeys may well fly very fast but when you bang out [eject] it will be your rotary mate coming in to pick you up.” ’


Rocksy was particularly pleased that the Dambusters were going to deploy to Afghanistan with 3 Commando Brigade. He had spent three years seconded to the Royal Marines, first as an air adviser and then working on the British withdrawal from Basra with Major-General Andy Salmon, who was Multi-National Division-Southeast Commander and later went on to become Commandant General Royal Marines.


‘There is absolutely no cap badge snobbery with the marines,’ said Sharrocks. ‘As far as they are concerned you can either do your job or you can’t. They are incredibly hard-working, incredibly focused and a brilliant bunch of guys. They know how to play too.’


Sharrocks ended up organising the security for Iraq’s provisional elections in 2009. ‘A big task but absolutely fantastic. I spent a huge amount hands-on on the streets of Basra, talking to people in the teashops, working with the politicians and seeing the mix of players in an emerging democracy, from the intelligent guys who could see how it would shape their country, the idealists wanting to do their bit, the cynics who said it would never work and the criminals who never wanted it to work and lose their grip on power.’


Helping put the country back together having flown twenty-four combat sorties there achieved a kind of symmetry for Sharrocks.


One of his jobs now was to be 617’s liaison man with 3 Commando Brigade and in September 2010 he had been invited by its boss, Brigadier Ed Davis, to an Operation Herrick 14 Study Week at Stonehouse Barracks in Plymouth. The Brigade comprised 4800 fighting men. Its spine was three battalion-sized Commandos: 40 Commando, based in Taunton, 42 Commando in Plymouth and 45 Commando in Arbroath. A core component of Britain’s Joint Rapid Reaction Force and on permanent readiness to deploy anywhere across the globe, the Brigade also included an assault squadron, an information exploitation group, a logistic regiment and attached army units and RAF air advisers.


Once again Sharrocks was impressed by the way the marines went about their business.


‘Way ahead of stepping out the door for a six-month tour they sit down and say right let’s apply some intellectual rigour to the problem and find out what is really going on.’


Brigadier Davis and all his key officers and company commanders were joined by a team of speakers to brief them on Afghanistan. Academics explained the complex and often tortured history of the country, going back to Alexander the Great. That it had been a nation often in name only that had refused to succumb to the interventions of foreign imperial powers, including Britain. A mujahideen fighter who had fought against and defeated the Soviets gave them an insight into the mindset and durability of the Afghan fighter. Diplomats who had served in Kabul brought in their contemporary perspective of the complex Afghan political landscape. There were talks on the ethnic breakdown of Afghanistan, the tribes, their cultures, languages, customs and the dos and don’ts of dealing with village elders at Shura meetings, all very important to building relationships on the ground.


From here the study week shifted focus quickly from Afghanistan to central Helmand, digging deep into the fine detail of what lay ahead. A lieutenant-colonel from 16 Air Assault Brigade, from which 3 Commando Brigade would be taking over command of Task Force Helmand, explained the current state of play.
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