

[image: image]




 


 


RICHARD CONNAUGHTON, educated at the Duke of York’s Dover, the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst and St John’s Cambridge, served as a professional soldier for over thirty years. He took early voluntary retirement in the rank of Colonel as Head of the British Army’s Defence Studies. He writes in the fields of politics, international relations and history, with particular reference to military intervention.


Also by Richard Connaughton


Rising Sun and Tumbling Bear: Russia’s War with Japan


The Republic of the Ushakovka: Admiral Kolchak
and the Allied Intervention in Siberia 1918–1920


Military Intervention in the 1990s: A New Logic for War


Shrouded Secrets: Japan’s War on Mainland Australia 1942–1944


Celebration of Victory: V-E Day 1945


The Nature of Future Conflict


Descent into Chaos: The Doomed Expedition into Low’s Gully


The Battle for Manila (with John Pimlott and Duncan Anderson)


MacArthur and Defeat in the Philippines


Military Intervention and Peacekeeping: the Reality


Omai: The Prince Who Never Was




 


 


Other titles in the Brief History series


A Brief Guide to Charles Darwin Cyril Aydon


A Brief Guide to the End of Oil Paul Middleton


A Brief Guide to Global Warming Jessica Wilson & Stephen Law


A Brief Guide to the Greek Myths Stephen Kershaw


A Brief Guide to Islam Paul Grieve


A Brief History of 1917 Roy Bainton


A Brief History of the Birth of the Nazis Nigel H. Jones


A Brief History of British Kings and Queens Mike Ashley


A Brief History of Christianity Bamber Gascoigne


A Brief History of the Crusades Geoffrey Hindley


A Brief History of the Druids Peter Berresford Ellis


A Brief History of the Dynasties of China Bamber Gascoigne


A Brief History of the End of the World Simon Pearson


A Brief History of the Future Oona Strathern


A Brief History of Globalization Alex MacGillivray


A Brief History of Infinity Brian Clegg


A Brief History of the Magna Carta Geoffrey Hindley


A Brief History of Medieval Warfare Peter Reid


A Brief History of the Middle East Christopher Catherwood


A Brief History of Misogyny J. Holland


A Brief History of the Normans François Neveux


A Brief History of the Private Lives of the Roman Emperors Anthony Blond


A Brief History of Science Thomas Crump


A Brief History of Secret Societies David V. Barrett


A Brief History of Stonehenge Aubrey Burl


A Brief History of the Wars of the Roses Desmond Seward




A BRIEF HISTORY OF


MODERN WARFARE


RICHARD CONNAUGHTON


[image: image]




 


 


Constable & Robinson Ltd
55–56 Russell Square
London WC1B 4HP
www.constablerobinson.com


First published in the UK by Robinson,
an imprint of Constable & Robinson, 2008


Copyright © Richard Connaughton, 2008


Extract from It Doesn’t Take a Hero by General H. Norman Schwarzkopf
and Peter Petre, copyright © 1992 by H. Norman Schwarzkopf. Used by
permission of Bantam Books, a division of Random House, Inc.


The right of Richard Connaughton to be identified as the
author of this work has been asserted by him in accordance
with the Copyright, Designs & Patents Act 1988.


All rights reserved. This book is sold subject to the condition
that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise, be lent, re-sold,
hired out or otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover
other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition
including this condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A copy of the British Library Cataloguing in Publication
Data is available from the British Library


UK ISBN 978-1-84529-850-0


1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


First published in the United States in 2008 by Running Press Book Publishers
All rights reserved under the Pan-American and International Copyright Conventions


This book may not be reproduced in whole or in part, in any form
or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying,
recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system now known
or hereafter invented, without written permission from the publisher.


9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1
Digit on the right indicates the number of this printing


US Library of Congress number: 2007936640
US ISBN 9780762433919


Running Press Book Publishers
2300 Chestnut Street
Philadelphia, PA 19103-4371


Visit us on the web!


www.runningpress.com


Printed and bound in the EU




 


 


Dedicated to those who helped





ILLUSTRATIONS AND MAPS


Illustrations


Argentinean Prisoners at Goose Green. (2 Para)


Lieutenant-Colonel H. Jones, VC. (The Defence Picture Library)


Sir Paul Scoon, Maurice Bishop and Bernard Coard. (Sir Paul Scoon)


Richmond Hill Prison, the objective of Delta Force. (A.R.G. Connaughton)


St George’s with Fort George. (A.R.G. Connaughton)


The Mitla Pass. (Lieutenant-Colonel Alistair Mack)


Brigadier Cordingley’s press briefing on 28 November 1990. (Patrick Cordingley)


The British Army Challenger main battle tank. (Patrick Cordingley)


The Army MH-60K Special Operations Blackhawk. (Department of Defense)


Mike Durant’s Super 64 helicopter over Mogadishu, 3 October 1993. (Department of Defense)


Lieutenant-Colonel Jonathon Riley with Lieutenant-General Rupert Smith. (Jonathon Riley)


Alpha and Bravo bridges, Gorazde, as seen from Observation Post 2. (Jonathon Riley)


Observation Post 2 from the rear. (Jonathon Riley)


The British Army’s ‘technical’ Land Rover carrying a 12.7-mm (0.5-inch) Browning in a Weapons Mounted Installation Kit. (Permanent Joint Headquarters)


West Side Boys reporting to Benguema Camp to join the Sierra Leone Army. (R.M. Connaughton)


A confirmed insurgent stronghold goes up in smoke after a strategic aerial strike, 10 November 2004. (Department of Defense; Lance-Corporal Joel A. Chaverri, United States Marine Corps)


Howitzer gun crew of 4th Battalion, 14th Marine Corps shelling enemy positions inside Fallujah. (Department of Defense)


American soldiers entering a building in Fallujah, 12 November 2004. (Department of Defense)


Two members of a rescue team to locate Lance-Corporal Mathew Ford on board an Apache WAH-64 attack helicopter returning to Helmand. (Royal Marines)


Captain Mackenzie-Green, M Company, 42 Commando RM, sends a situation report in an operation to clear buildings used by the Taliban. (Royal Marines)


Lieutenant-Colonel M.J. Holmes RM giving orders to 42 Commando RM Group for Operation Silver, 6 April 2007. (42 Commando Royal Marines)


Maps


The Battles of Darwin and Goose Green


Operation Urgent Fury, Grenada


The Left Hook through Iraq


The Conflict in Mogadishu, 3 October 1993


The Former Yugoslavia, 1995


Operation Barras, Magbeni and Gberi Bana


Fallujah Phase 2


Helmand Province





1


Introduction


‘The battles worthy of study and worthy of the battle honours are not the bloody ones; they are the ones that yield victory with few casualties.’


Rarely have war books been more popular. Images of conflict, often in remote places, are on our television screens on a daily basis yet the public is often uninformed as to what is happening and why British and American troops are there. This book fills that void and answers these questions by way of eight stories spanning a quarter of a century of conflict. The book goes somewhat further than the arbitrary selection of battles in so far as it cherry picks those that are among the greatest. The greatness of any battle is determined not by its size or by the numbers involved but rather by its influence upon future events. A battle is a constituent part in a war, there being one or more battles in a war. The Gulf conflict 1990–1 came close to being a one-battle war.


In May 1943, Sir Francis Tuker of the 8th Army wrote: ‘The battles worthy of study and worthy of the battle honours are not the bloody ones; they are the ones that yield victory with few casualties. It is the approach that determines the outcome.’ This is equally true of the high level of decision-making as it is of the lower level.


The eight stories in this book describe: Goose Green, the first battle of the Falklands conflict, 1982; the invasion of the island of Grenada, a member of the British Commonwealth, by the United States in 1983; the liberation of Kuwait, 1990–1; the battle for Mogadishu, 1992–3; the battle for Gorazde in Bosnia, 1995; the rescue mission Operation Barras, Sierra Leone, 2000; the battles for Fallujah, Iraq, 2003–4; and the battles for Helmand Province, Afghanistan, 2006–7. Simply describing these examples of modern warfare did not go far enough, however. Certainly, while in the process of describing the transition from Cold War to Hot War, issues arose that needed to be recorded: changes in the type of conflict post-Cold War, changes in technology and their impact upon war fighting, the role and function of the United Nations (UN) and NATO, an evaluation of the concept of peacekeeping, public perceptions of the armed forces over a quarter of a century and – that which does not change – the warrior and the family unit to which he belongs and in which he fights. This book is about the peculiarities, specifics and meaning of these conflicts, following through the themes and threads.


Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831) is remembered for his posthumously published Vom Kriege (On War), in which he wrote that war was an extension of politics by other means, the civilian control of the military in democratic states being a given. Mao Zedong, in his work On Guerrilla Warfare, recognized that political and military affairs were not identical but that ‘it is impossible to isolate one from the other’. There are two points to be drawn from that assertion. First, battles come with a political wrapper, meaning they cannot be properly understood without setting them in their political context – a consideration that is secondary to describing the action of soldiers on the ground. Second is our need to understand what is meant by war.


We know that war is a military conflict between two or more states or by groups within those states. War may be unlimited or limited – what Clausewitz described as ‘an act of force to compel our enemy to do our will’.1 Some theorists argue against the use of the word ‘war’, preferring the term ‘armed conflict’. There is some justification here. It would be wrong for example to describe the present counter-insurgency operation in Afghanistan as ‘war’. Having said that, the term war will continue to be used as a form of shorthand for armed conflict.


The decision to commit the military to armed conflict is that of the leader of the Government, as advised by legal and military representatives and carried through a nation’s Parliament. The essence of the decision-making process is formulated around the consideration of recognizable factors such as: whom can we send? Is there a vital national interest or moral obligation to intervene? Is there a real threat to international peace, security, the rule of law and humanitarianism? Is there a shared common aim? Can the proposed mission succeed? How is success to be defined? Can the conclusion – the end game – be envisaged, and do we have an exit strategy? In which case, how is failure to be defined? And, finally, who pays?


Armed conflict is subject to international law, which is to be found for the most part in the UN Charter. International law represents the rules of the game, to be obeyed by members of the UN. As in any game, fouls will be committed. Under Chapter I, Article 2(4) of the 1945 UN Charter, war is illegal except when expressly authorized by the Security Council, something which happened in the 1990–1 Middle East conflict but not in 2003. The only exception is the right of individual or collective self-defence under Chapter VII, Article 51 which, once taken, is to be reported to the Security Council. The United States’ argument in support of preventive self-defence is that UN Charter law does not recognize the development and effects of modern weaponry.


More down to earth, at the face of battle, often in the heat of conflict, there is the question of calling the military to account for alleged war crimes. Whether the writ of the International Criminal Court (ICC) in The Hague applies to a particular state’s nationals depends whether the court has been recognized by that state. The UK recognizes the ICC; the USA does not. The zeal with which the Blair Government prosecuted the British military is claimed by many to have been a double standard. There is criticism at the way those prosecutions were initiated by former Attorney General Lord Goldsmith who appears, prior to the war, to have confused his legal and political responsibilities. Having at first insisted that a second resolution was required from the Security Council prior to the 2003 invasion of Iraq, the situation inexplicably changed when he assured the Government that the state’s participation in the war would be legal without the second resolution. The truth of what happened here will become clear in the inevitable British inquiry into the Iraq war.


One of Sir Robert Thompson’s basic principles of counterinsurgency relating to the Malaya emergency and published in 19662 required the Government to function in accordance with the law. Although, in some circumstances, a reasonable argument can be made that in today’s fast-moving world some international law is either obsolete or obsolescent, this is not an excuse to fashion the law to suit desired circumstances. The situation of the internees of Guantánamo Bay, whose treatment defies the description ‘legal’, is a case in point. Whether the Administration’s fear of these individuals is real or imagined, the continuing incarceration of internees is hardly the best way to prosecute the so-called global War on Terror. Thompson wrote:


There is a very strong temptation in dealing both with terrorism and with guerrilla actions for government forces to act outside the law, the excuses being that the processes of law are too cumbersome, that the normal safeguards in the law for individuals are not designed for an insurgency and that a terrorist deserves to be treated as an outlaw.3


Thompson’s thoughts, proven in Malaya, were applied too late in both Vietnam and Iraq. There is, however, evidence of the application of Thompson’s thinking in Afghanistan. The basic principles, and they are so basic it is almost unbelievable that they were not applied as a matter of course, include:


First Principle – the government must have a clear political aim.


Second Principle – operate within the law.


Third Principle – the government must have an overall plan.


Fourth Principle – the government must give priority to defeating the political subversion, not the guerrillas.


Fifth Principle – in the guerrilla phase of an insurgency, a government must secure its base first.


There is an undeniable case to be made that the Malaya experience has little to compare with Vietnam or Iraq. In Malaya, the counter-insurgency was blessed by being easily contained, but principles and qualities should be applied according to the principle ‘if the cap fits, wear it’. It comes down to having not one plan but also a plan B and desirably a plan C. Thompson identified as his three indispensable qualities in counter-insurgency, patience, determination and an offensive spirit, ‘but the last should be tempered with discretion and should never be used to justify operations which are merely reckless or just plain stupid’.4 There is a strong resonance here of the counter-insurgency in Afghanistan.


The 1945 Charter rectified a shortcoming in the earlier League of Nations by making provision in Chapter VII for enforcement action. Enabling resolutions from the Security Council will invariably authorize the use of ‘all necessary means’. The permanent members of the UN Security Council – China, France, Great Britain, the Soviet Union and the United States, who gave themselves the power of veto within the Council – had been the victorious alliance united in war, not in peace. According to Brian Urquhart, ‘The Charter assumed with a stunning lack of political realism, that they would stay united in supervising, and if necessary enforcing world peace.’5


The Cold War hobbled the UN’s ability to exert enforcement measures in an increasingly bipolar world. As a consequence, peacekeeping, for which there is no provision in the UN Charter, found refuge under Chapter VI, the Pacific Settlement of Disputes. As will be seen in the chapters on Mogadishu and Gorazde, there is wide scope for confusion at the junction of Chapters VI and VII. As a rule, peacekeepers initially were not drawn from among the Security Council’s permanent members and they confined the use of lethal force to self-defence. There were two implicit understandings: peacekeepers acted impartially at all times and their presence required the consent of the parties to the dispute. The chapter on Gorazde will reveal that peacekeeping – or peace support – cannot be conducted in environments where there is no peace to be kept.


Military skills or high standards of professionalism among peacekeepers were not as important as their patience and non-threatening presence. The aim was to hold the line until a political solution could be found to resolve the problem. Sponsored operations are one of two types of UN military operations which are commanded and controlled in-house from what is now known as the Department of Peacekeeping Operations (DPKO). The UN Force in Cyprus (UNFICYP), established in 1974, is one such example and is still in place. Chapter VI peacekeeping first became compromised in the Congo, where peacekeepers were engaged to coerce Katanga back under Congolese national authority. From that point, the obligatory abstention from the use of weapons other than in self-defence – in the increasing number of environments where the settlement of disputes by armed force had become the norm – became progressively more difficult to sustain. In circumstances where traditional peacekeepers found themselves in hostile, complicated environments and where the military of the states in dispute enjoyed a higher level of military skill and competence than they did themselves, the concept of traditional Chapter VI peacekeeping came under extreme pressure.


The DPKO is the operational arm of the UN Secretary-General, responsible for the day-to-day management of operations. National contingents were under a tenuous form of command under the UN’s nominated commander. The federal nature of the force and the loosest of command arrangements reflected the fact that national commanders invariably consulted their own governments when anything other than the most routine operations was contemplated.


The second type of UN operation, which is far more prevalent, is the sanctioned operation, whereby a framework state is authorized by the UN to command and control an operation, supported by lesser states. This was demonstrated in the Iraq Conflict 1990–1. Alternatively, an organization such as NATO can be authorized to lead a military operation. Such an example can be seen in Afghanistan. NATO in Afghanistan, commanding thirty-seven separate states, contained so many fissures that the question was not whether the enterprise would implode but when. NATO has been unable to act with clarity and purpose since the Warsaw Pact ceased to be the focus of everything it did or represented. The United States has consistently been the framework state, operating in her own interest on behalf of the UN. Occasionally there will be a fig-leaf when the USA operates under the cover of NATO.


States enter into armed conflict generally for reasons either of interest or conscience. Those conflicts sub-divide into either conflicts of obligation or conflicts of choice. A conflict of obligation might be justified by the presence of a vital national interest. For the Americans, the Iraq conflict in 2003 was a conflict of choice presented by the President as a conflict of obligation. Conflicts of obligation are restrained only by extreme considerations such as a financial crisis emerging in the Treasury or by domestic public protest crying ‘enough’. Otherwise, bills are paid and casualties accepted as a constituent part of the obligation.


The rationale behind a conflict of choice is completely different and goes some way towards explaining why states in the Iraq coalition progressively withdrew. Conflicts of choice are characterized by low risk, low cost and short duration, precisely the same factors which appear to foretell an adverse influence upon NATO’s Afghanistan operation. Technically, conflicts of obligation and conflicts of choice are mutually unsustainable. States participating in conflicts of choice will invariably be casualty-averse, budget-conscious and with an eye on the clock. The contradiction implicit in America’s announcement of a surge of reinforcements into Iraq at the same time as the UK moved towards withdrawal was not lost on observers. Yet what was being witnessed was the proper enactment of the relationship between states engaged, on the one hand, in a conflict of obligation and on the other, a conflict of choice. The operational reality was that a military presence was still required in the south, in Basra. That presence could have been either American or British but, whoever it was, the presence remained vital. The 300-mile (483-kilometre) American southern supply route, regularly targeted with roadside bombs and grenades, runs from Kuwait City through Basra to Baghdad.


These same principles apply to NATO’s operations in Afghanistan where the organization no longer has a Warsaw Pact to keep itself up to the mark and where an overzealous expansion renders consensus virtually impossible. The United States’ justification for her obligatory presence in NATO in Afghanistan can be traced directly back to the events of 9/11 and the association with Afghanistan. That consideration does not apply to the other thirty-six members in the Afghanistan coalition, for whom to a greater or lesser degree the laws of the war of choice apply – that is, low risk, low cost and short duration. The applicability of the different considerations relative to wars of obligation and wars of choice are equally the same in both UN and NATO operations. Lesser states are bound to opt out over a period of time.


Goose Green became the first battle of the Falklands Campaign, 1982, in which Britain sought to eject Argentine forces from the British islands following the Argentine invasion. The task fell to the 2nd Battalion The Parachute Regiment. The men of that battalion defeated a larger force in defended positions by dint of willpower, courage and resourcefulness drawn from the spirit of a regimental family to which they all proudly belonged. They achieved their victory despite having been substantially undermanned and severely underresourced, shortcomings which this book will revisit in respect of Iraq post-2003 and Afghanistan post-2006. Goose Green is a good fit to the theme that the greatness of any battle is determined not by its size or by the numbers involved but rather by its effect and influence upon future events. Goose Green had to be won to set the standard for the battles which followed elsewhere in the Falkland Islands. Self-determination was restored to the inhabitants, national self-belief was enormously boosted and Margaret Thatcher’s Conservatives were returned to power.


The American battle for Grenada is often referred to as America’s Falklands yet the dissimilarities are greater than the similarities. While both states were obliged to travel great distances to reach their battlefields, the groups of islands had little in common – the Falklands is cold and barren, Grenada tropical and lush. Both were conflicts of the Cold War era but that consideration effectively related only to Grenada. The Americans were well resourced, had a surfeit of manpower and revealed an urgent requirement to improve joint operations for the future. Both the British and Americans had similar approaches to a perennial problem – press relations and the media insistence that the public ‘had a right to know’. Campaigning on islands helped control the media but, once admitted to the sweeping expanse of open deserts, media representatives arrived in their hundreds. Most reluctantly accepted the pool system that emerged as a solution to the enormous international interest in conflicts such as these. A number of journalists insisted on maintaining their independence. A number lost their lives as a consequence.


The Falklands and Grenada were both far distant from NATO and the Warsaw Pact’s self-selecting battlefield of Western Europe’s Central Region. The reality is that military budgets, equipment, manpower, tactics and doctrine were almost entirely devoted there to what is known as conventional warfare. The aim of both sides was to achieve a balance of terror so that the effect of going to war would be so terrible as to act as a deterrent. Both sides had arsenals of nuclear, biological and chemical weapons promising mutually assured destruction. They also had corps of armoured vehicles standing by to fight a war neither side wanted.


While NATO and the Warsaw Pact faced each other in the phoney war in the Central Region, a number of the constituent states were invariably off elsewhere fighting low-intensity conflicts. Britain’s armed forces have been consistently on operations since 1945, and 16,000 men have died. There is a valid justification for the British Army to have trained for the high-intensity conflict of NATO’s Central Region in that they had the ability to switch to lower-intensity conflict without major retraining. This is less applicable to America’s armed forces which have only recently, with the introduction of a new counter-insurgency doctrine in Iraq, considered the inevitability of a culture change. The reverse cycle, focusing upon low-intensity conflict, with the expectation of being able to fight at higher levels of conflict, does not work.


Military thinking for specific operations is enshrined in doctrine – not that commanders feel obliged to follow doctrine. What doctrine does is ‘to establish the framework of understanding of the approach to warfare in order to provide the foundation for its practicable application’.6 The British have an intuitive approach to armed conflict while the Americans give relatively more credence to doctrine. However, when the Americans completed their conventional phase in Iraq, 2003, they outran their doctrine. The Third (US) Division, assigned to the battle for Fallujah in the Phase IV rebuilding phase, based its pre-operational training on conventional war. There have long been debates and argument on this issue in the US, an intellectual muddle between fighting and winning the nation’s conventional wars and Military Operations Other Than War (MOOTW). The representation of the conventional phase of big army, big war, went as far as the removal of Saddam’s statue. MOOTW did not click in. The Americans were stunningly unprepared for the post-conflict phase, including the insurgency. The question to be answered was, should the military keep faith with conventional warfighting, arguably fighting the last war, thereby ring-fencing the defence budget, or be prepared to fight small wars? Politicians wanted both, the military leadership the former and the mid to lower ranks of the officer corps the latter.7


At the start of the twentieth century, Britain’s defence was founded upon the pre-eminence of the Royal Navy. A Frenchman remarked at the time, what a pity it was that the Royal Navy did not run on wheels. It was therefore the lot of the British Army to be the poor relation with limited expectations, tailored to fight small wars to achieve ambitious targets at low cost. By comparison, America’s Army had an entirely different philosophical rationale. From its earliest beginnings, the function of the army was to preserve the integrity of the state, confronting any challenges to its survival with uncompromising violence. The British Army therefore evolved as an instrument of low-intensity conflict while America, not content with anything less than the total annihilation of any enemy contemplating treading on her, became wedded almost exclusively to the idea of conventional war.


Two world wars had an understandable effect upon British thinking to the extent that by the time we come to the Cold War, we find a British armoured corps of three armoured divisions and one infantry division dedicated to NATO’s Central Region. Undeniably, therefore, the British were also committed to conventional war, but what we had here was the quintessential Potemkin Village, a corps under-resourced and poorly equipped. Successive governments had so managed the British Army that its conventional warfighting capability had become severely constrained. Its confident participation in low-intensity conflict also became progressively less certain, particularly when a rule book change found the British Army in new circumstances with inadequate equipment.


When the British and American armed forces are put together there is an inevitable mismatch. Certainly, London’s policy is to maintain proximity with Washington to the extent that the good though small British Army was once described by historian Correlli Barnet as America’s warrior satellite. There is invariably a misalignment in the thinking between the world’s superpower and any lesser state, no matter how well motivated that state may be to enter into such an alliance. The superpower is far more likely to see a crisis as a threat to her vital interest, a challenge to her pre-eminent position if you like, than a lesser state is ever likely to. America’s conflicts of apparent obligation need not necessarily translate as anything more than a conflict of choice elsewhere. In circumstances where lesser states support America as a statement of solidarity, that solidarity comes with its own use-by date. One worrying trend in emergent asymmetric conflict is a potential American enemy’s realization that America can be goaded into taking offensive action. Earlier in this chapter we quoted Thompson, that the offensive spirit ‘should be tempered with discretion and should never be used to justify operations which are merely reckless or just plain stupid’.


In December 1988, the Soviet Union’s Mikhail Gorbachev announced the withdrawal of Soviet forces from Eastern Europe and, as a consequence, the Warsaw Pact which had kept the whole together collapsed. The reverberations of self-determination sent tremors through a Soviet Union dividing into separate states, thereby confirming the end of the Cold War. Security organizations do not normally survive the demise of the organization they were created to confront. NATO, however, did not collapse but began a long-term process of adding former eastern bloc states to its ranks. Enlargement weakened it by generating a multitude of interests to accommodate. The USA owns NATO and continues to pay her dues because NATO provides a means of leverage in Europe, however: ‘US policy in Europe aims not only to counter others’ bids for hegemony, but to perpetuate America’s own supremacy on the continent.’8 As America experiences a relative loss of power, so NATO becomes ever more important to Washington as a reasonably pliant collective security oganization through which she can pursue her own foreign policy goals, particularly the global war on terrorism.


Towards the end of the Cold War, high technology had developed to such a degree that smart weapons could be deployed to cover ground in such a way as to permit the reduction of significant numbers of men with bayonets. The money saved by reducing manpower could be transferred to fund the new technology. Once the end of the Cold War had been confirmed, the allies moved quickly to extract their peace dividends. The US Army, for example, saw itself reduced to 60 per cent of its 1990s strength, from eighteen to ten divisions. When the Northern Ireland troubles ended, the British took a special manpower dividend. While the theory may have been sound at the time, the move from Cold War to Hot War means more manpower is required for the additional tasks being accepted. Battlefield technology has not become redundant but is an essential component in sustaining forces invariably too small to achieve the given tasks without technological support.


The 1990–1 liberation of Kuwait from Iraqi occupation appeared to many to herald a new dawn in international security cooperation, with states demonstrating the level of collegiality as imagined by the drafters of the 1941 Atlantic Charter. The Security Council legitimized conflict against Iraq and the long-held observance of the sovereignty of a state’s territory passed into history. The important matter of legality did not proceed without disagreement between the United States and the United Kingdom. In view of the positions adopted in the legal preparation for the revisitation of Iraq in 2003, the national positions taken in 1990 may not have been entirely what might have been expected. In 1990 it was Margaret Thatcher who attempted to wean the USA away from seeking prior authorization for the use of force from the Security Council, relying instead on Article 51. She attempted to sway Secretary of State Baker but did not succeed. ‘He said the UN authority was crucial to sustain the support of American public opinion for military action.’9 What is relevant is both states’ attempts to find legitimacy to justify their intended actions.


The United States was duly appointed the framework state for the Kuwait operation, joined by lesser states. It conducted a brilliant 100-hour blitzkrieg, forcing Iraq out of Kuwait, as described in Chapter 4. No Arab states entered Iraqi territory but states harbouring reservations or having insufficient capability had deep pockets to ensure that warrior states were adequately compensated for their trouble.


The reason why the Chapter VII Kuwait intervention was not likely to create a precedent is explained in Chapter 4. Understandably there were those impressed by the perfection of the operation who desired to preserve the mechanics for posterity. The British came forward as the unlikely scribes of a new doctrine which they called ‘Wider Peacekeeping’, notwithstanding the fact that the foray into Iraq had not been a Chapter VI peacekeeping operation. There had been no intellectual investment, merely a collecting of the thoughts of peace professionals. Sir Brian Urquhart, former UN Under Secretary-General, Special Political Affairs, found the document misleading. ‘It is dangerous nonsense.’10 In a rare example of military paranoia, the sponsors brooked no voices of opposition either from within or without their own community. Common sense eventually prevailed and Wider Peacekeeping simply disappeared.


The results of the first Iraq conflict were not entirely propitious. America’s enemies now knew for certain that the only possible way she could be defeated would be through asymmetrical means, the emphasis placed upon psychology rather than upon raw power. The operation proved to be a high water mark for Britain. What was seen here was the negative result of producing a strategy out of the funds made available rather than producing the desired strategy and funding it accordingly. Concepts such as ‘front line first’ were bound to have negative influences. The deployment of a small, two-brigade, British division to the Middle East, possibly the last occasion an armoured British division proper would be seen on operations, effectively stripped out the parent 1st British Corps of many of its resources, leaving it exposed as a Potemkin Village. There had been a stunning victory but one which also had a profound effect and influence upon future events. Among the lessons learned was that a future attack upon Iraq would be ‘do-able’.


Mogadishu was a tragedy in 1992–3: it is no less a tragedy today when it has become a pawn in the global War on Terror. There were three separate missions, commencing with a Chapter VI humanitarian mission to bring relief to a suffering people. The UN tried, yet the environment in which they operated, and those who lived in that environment, proved to be utterly uncompromising. The whole concept of peacekeeping was tested and proved unequal to the challenge. The Americans came, brought firepower and muscle and, with the encouragement of the UN Secretary-General, chose sides. They forfeited any pretence of impartiality and never gained control in a taxing urban environment. The enabling UN resolution was upgraded to Chapter VII but the truth was that there was no real understanding of what fighting in an urban environment involved. With the world becoming increasingly urbanized, this form of conflict is predicted to increase.


Mogadishu differs from Fallujah in that the former was fought among the entire population of southern Mogadishu whereas Fallujah was virtually empty of all but the combatants. The entry of foreign troops into Mogadishu became a challenge to Aideed’s tribe to oust the uninvited, the unwanted, and to punish them so that they would not contemplate a return. That is what happened. Had that lesson been properly learned, there would have been neither an Iraq nor an Afghanistan because strategists would have realized that it is the presence of foreign troops, especially in Muslim countries, which transforms these conflicts into wars of liberation against foreign occupation.


There was distrust between the US and the UN, the former regarding the latter with a high degree of contempt. The multiplicity of lines of command and control spread confusion. The intended state of confidentiality imposed by the Americans worked against them when the UN was called to the rescue. The UN had no idea of the nature of the operation or where precisely it was being played out in the streets of southern Mogadishu. Although the US and the UN were on the same side, they failed to work together. The same was seen in Bosnia between the UN, the US and NATO, and in Fallujah, immediately before the first battle, there was almost a ‘corporate breakdown in the relationship between the Americans and British in Baghdad’.11


The overreaction to the sight of the body of a dead American airman being abused in a Mogadishu street was to be repeated after the murder of four contractors became the justification for the first battle of Fallujah. In Mogadishu, the mission was successfully achieved in so far as Aideed’s men had been brought in for interrogation, but there was a price to be paid: someone had to be identified to shoulder the blame for the fiasco. President Clinton’s placing the blame on the UN was immoral. The result of Mogadishu was US and presidential casualty-aversion. No Americans were available for a timely intervention into Rwanda, 1994. The effect of the refusal to make American ground forces available for the Bosnia crisis raises the interesting hypothetical question: if American ground forces had been available, what effect would that have had upon American policy there?


Chapter 6, Gorazde, examines the events in one of the so-called ‘Bosnian Safe Areas’. The British battalion there had an impossible mission. The effect of the escape of the British battalion from Gorazde was, first, to give the green light for NATO operations against Bosnia’s Serbs, ending in the Dayton Peace Settlement and, second, to emphasize the reality that UN peacekeeping operations cannot be conducted in environments where there is no peace to be kept. Britain learnt her lesson. When she went into Sierra Leone, as described in Chapter 7, she did so independently of the UN force there.


With a question mark over the efficacy of UN operations, it is opportune to glance at NATO’s performance in Kosovo, which came as a postscript to the Bosnian conflict as concluded by the Dayton Peace Settlement. President Clinton examined the problem of Kosovo with its 90 per cent Albanian population subservient to a Serb minority. Self-determination for the Albanians could be achieved only through a land campaign, in which NATO reflected America’s casualty-aversion. The UN, which had so patently suffered military failure in Bosnia, was not a candidate for intervention in Kosovo. Clinton weighed the balance between his reluctance to commit his ground forces and his insistence that NATO must be seen to succeed. The former commander of the UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR) in Bosnia, General Rose wrote, ‘For if NATO is not prepared to accept a risk to its soldiers in either peace support operations or war, then it is militarily useless.’12 To Clinton, the sentiment that NATO must succeed was the stronger of the two and accordingly he approved a ground offensive into Kosovo to commence on 13 September 1999.


I do not intend to analyse the Kosovo campaign in detail, only to examine the modus operandi of the NATO force under command of the American General Wesley Clark. The referral of military matters by national commanders back to their capitals for endorsement is not confined to peacekeeping. Clark described how ‘NATO commands were like puppets, with two or six or sometimes dozens of strings being pulled from behind the scenes by the nations themselves, regardless of the formalistic commitment of forces . . . All UN and NATO forces were in fact national forces.’13 General Clark may have had in mind the order he gave the British General Mike Jackson to confront a Russian column in Kosovo. Jackson refused, saying ‘I have no intention of starting the Third World War’.14 There is no reason to believe the situation with regard to NATO’s position in Afghanistan is any different. In fact, the suggestion is that it is worse.


The observant should have noticed that NATO had strayed out of its area of operations. French Foreign Minister Hubert Védrine took the contrary view that Bosnia and Kosovo were ‘on the immediate periphery of NATO and clearly not out-of-area’.15 The Administration’s representatives considered Kosovo an ideal opportunity to prove to those in Congress that NATO has to ‘go out of area or out of business’, and that NATO did have continuing relevance and utility into the new millennium. Taking NATO as far as Afghanistan exaggerated that point. The truth is that, compared with the Gulf conflict’s successful ad hoc coalition, NATO’s alliance in Kosovo proved to be brittle and often dysfunctional.


UN Security Council Resolution 1270 of 22 October 1999, providing for the creation of the United Nations Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL), was clear evidence that failure in such areas as Bosnia was not going to diminish the UN’s aspiration to continue the peacekeeping tradition. Resolution 1270 was somewhat anomalous in that it was mandated by reference to Chapter VII although its conditions were pacific and might have been thought applicable to a Chapter VI peacekeeping force. The forces attracted to its policing were essentially African and Asian troops of a standard required to monitor a peacekeeping agreement where the consent of both parties – the Sierra Leone Government and the Revolutionary United Front (RUF) – was in place. In Sierra Leone the insurgents, the RUF, were stronger and more determined than the UN. During the settling-in period, the RUF inflicted significant reverses upon the UN. Large numbers were taken hostage, some were killed and others had to be rescued by the Indian Army. The UN’s internal command arrangements were hopeless, largely because of different understandings of the meaning of operational effectiveness. The better-trained Indians and Nigerians were exceptions to this rule yet the former withdrew from UNAMSIL, citing irreconcilable differences with Nigeria, which led UNAMSIL.


The RUF’s reneging on the Lomé agreement and advance on Freetown, capital of Sierra Leone, led to the British conducting two rapid reaction operations: the first, Operation Palliser, to halt the advance of the RUF; and the second, Operation Barras, a consequence of Palliser when members of a British training team became the hostages of a volatile group of insurgents, the West Side Boys. Both operations illustrated the enactment of the glass of water strategy, whereby speed of deployment enabled the initial sparks of the crisis to be doused before the problem became an inferno requiring the attention of a large fire brigade. Paras and Marines, the most appropriate forces for these operations, enjoyed a self-sufficiency with which to conduct them. Britain did not join UNAMSIL, in part because of the differing operational standards – ‘the African battalions adjust to doing nothing very easily’16 – and the essential requirement to maintain operational security. The Falklands was thought to have been Britain’s last opportunity to conduct operations unilaterally, yet victory there would have been far more difficult had it not been for American logistical support. The Sierra Leone interventions were better examples of unilateral action.


Operation Barras, the rescue of hostages from the West Side Boys insurgents, could in some respects be thought of as a rural version of the capture of wanted men in urban southern Mogadishu and the unforeseen requirement to rescue Delta Force and Rangers committed to that operation. Both missions were a success, Barras more so. It had been a brilliant operation,


from planning through to the execution phase, together with all the lines of support which were put in place to ensure the hostages were safely rescued. Beyond the operation and its immediate aftermath, there was a set of wider implications. From a military perspective, lessons will have been learned concerning the application of force in the form of a surgical strike on an operation where time and space were severely constrained. Then there was the follow-on political impact of such a stunning success on the fragile situation in Sierra Leone, in the region and wider Africa.17


Operation Barras emphasized the difference between quality and quantity. Greatness in terms of effect was not prejudiced by the relatively small size of the operation. Barras was a lesson to the UN of what a small number of well-trained, determined men were capable of achieving. It laid down the standard. The impact Barras had upon the international community’s image of Britain’s armed forces approached the levels reached after Goose Green and the Falklands Campaign. While military success is fine, however, the final solution has to be of a political nature and in that respect Sierra Leone still has a long way to go. That is not the only consideration to qualify the success of Barras. The operation emboldened the messianic Prime Minister Blair to seek out further successes in Iraq and Afghanistan.


The intention to present a logical, structured argument on how conflict has changed since 1982 comes to a halt in Iraq, 2003. The splendid conventional phase, a veritable blitzkrieg, emphasized how environment can impact upon success or failure. For example, smart bombs came into their element in the desert of Arabia whereas they had been a relative failure in the damp, cloying, misty climate of the Balkans. Failure came to the allies in Iraq at a time when Washington believed the mission had been accomplished. Whether defeat has been snatched from the jaws of victory remains to be seen. The insurgency which followed, of which the battles for Fallujah were part, was attributable to the Pentagon believing émigrés’ assurances that the military would be greeted as victors, the failure of the belligerent occupants to compensate immediately for the absence of the government which they had removed, the failure of the Americans and British to have a sufficiency of forces in place to manage the Phase IV post-Conflict Resolution, and the failure of the Americans to comprehend that the insurgency which followed the accomplishment of the mission was a new phase of warfare requiring different tactics and a change of mindset.


The Pentagon plan to defeat Iraq ended before Phase IV, post-Conflict Resolution, because Secretary of Defense Rumsfeld had taken as gospel the assertion of the Iraqi émigré Ahmad Chalabi that the American forces would be greeted with open arms. That did not happen, but in such conflicts there is invariably a honeymoon period where those indignant at the presence of an occupying force are capable of being swayed if the invader indicates an intention to go some way with reconstruction towards meeting their expectations. The results arising from the disassembling of the machinery of government and the heavy-handed treatment of the Iraqis are measurements of the depth of cluelessness of what was to be achieved and how. There were, as is almost inevitable, insufficient troops available. Among those tasks which should have been obvious as requiring attention were the National Museum, full of relics of this the cradle of civilization, and ammunition depots burgeoning with thousands of tons of high explosives readily available and capable of sustaining insurgency for decades. The available military were directed to defend the Oil Ministry.


What exacerbated the magnitude of this conflict and led to a long, bloody, bitter phase of combat was the failure of President George W. Bush to understand that the impact of his cavalier dismissal of the importance of Thompson’s second principle, to operate within the law, magnified as a consequence Islamic opposition to the invasion. There is the quite different question how it came about that Britain, who has experience of these matters, acquiesced in meekly following a bad plan and a bad idea.


Margaret Thatcher had told Prime Minister Blair to stay close to the Americans: his friend, the influential former President Clinton, advised him to stay close to Bush. British foreign policy therefore came to be directed from the White House, effectively bringing to an end governance by the War Cabinet. Writing of the Blair–Bush relationship, one Washington observer, Kendall Myers, wrote: ‘It was a done deal. From the beginning, it was a one-sided relationship that was entered into with open eyes . . . there was no payback, no sense of reciprocity.’18 This meant that Britain was seen to be behaving as a partner to the superpower and not simply as an independent, medium power with limited means.


The hands-on man in Baghdad after the 2003 victory was the coalition Provisional Authority Administrator, L. Paul ‘Jerry’ Bremer. His decisions had a profoundly destabilizing effect throughout Iraq but particularly in the Sunni Anbar Province in which lies Fallujah. His short-termed predecessor, Lieutenant-General Jay Garner, said his successor made three profound mistakes within days of his arrival: disbanding the Iraqi Army, de-Ba’athification and disbanding the Iraqi governing group. The influence of these measures was particularly profound on Fallujah. The Iraqi military had not performed at all well against the Americans but in their own familiar cities they were different people. The de-Ba’athification and disbanding of the governing group had a disproportionately negative influence on Fallujah because of the disproportionate number of government administrators living in that city.


The marginalized Geoff Hoon, Secretary of State for Defence, said Britain would have had a different approach. His ideas and influence were not sought. ‘Firstly, we would not have disbanded the Iraqi Army. We were very concerned in the final stages of the conflict that the Iraqi Army was a force for stability in Iraq and I think we would have preferred for that army to remain intact.’ Instead, many of the redundant soldiery took up arms against the coalition. ‘I don’t think we would have pursued the de-Ba’athification policy in the same way. We understood from perhaps experience in Europe that quite a lot were Ba’athists because they had to be if they wanted to be teachers or administrators and they weren’t necessarily committed to Saddam Hussein.’19 The chaos which followed the removal of Iraq’s administrators should not have been unexpected. Nor should the strengthening of the insurgency by Iraqis who would otherwise not have been militant had it not been patently apparent to them that their country had been better under Saddam Hussein than under the occupiers. The importance of the second battle of Fallujah lies in it being a tipping point, heralding change of heart among formerly ambivalent local Sunni sheikhs who gave al-Qa’eda orders to leave Anbar Province, thus creating the first welcome signs that the tide might be turning.


The bane of coalition life in Iraq became the Improvised Explosive Device (IED), a simple device involving wiring-up artillery shells, hundreds of thousands of which were left as plunder in abandoned ammunition depots. The coalition main battle tanks were relatively well protected from the effects of IEDs but, making the point that technology is not a one-way street, the Iranians introduced hollow-charge devices for disabling tanks. These were far from improvisations. Moreover, they exported their success with these devices from Iraq into Afghanistan. Another successful asymmetric device is the suicide bomber. Large numbers of potential martyrs have been trained in terrorist camps. That there are so many Islamists prepared to die for their cause will continue to wreak havoc both in conflict and non-conflict environments. There are no guarantees that serious attention paid to resolving these causes will not generate new, different causes. Nevertheless, there is merit in making the investment.


There should be a golden rule that every would-be interventionist must learn what history tells him or her of the area in which he or she is interested. The Americans in Mogadishu could have learned from Britain’s earlier experiences in Somalia. A State Department analyst expressed the view that for the want of reading a book on the last British invasion of Iraq in the 1920s, ‘he might have hesitated’.20 Specifically, in Iraq 1919–20 there was unrest in Mesopotamia following the British occupation after the First World War. Insurrections in 1920 in Mesopotamia and in 1922–4 in Kurdistan could not have given a clearer picture of a people resenting foreign occupation. The British fought three wars in Afghanistan, as described in Chapter 8.


Had those in the British Task Force in the Falklands in 1982 or those Americans sent to Grenada in 1983 been told that NATO would be commanding a military operation in Afghanistan in 2006, such a thought would have been beyond their imagination. The US had been keen to find a role for NATO and, as improbable as it might seem, Afghanistan had to do. Washington recognized that NATO could not be seen to fail in Afghanistan, for to do so would seriously undermine the logic of persevering with a relic of the Cold War. The signs of success, however, are not propitious.


In 2006, during a visit to Afghanistan of Britain’s then Secretary of State for Defence John Reid, he announced, ‘We would be perfectly happy to leave in three years and without firing one shot because our job is to protect the reconstruction.’21 Apparently, there was an idea to deploy 3 Para Group as an ‘ink spot’, or governance zone, to provide the essential security to allow reconstruction to develop in one place, to prove itself so that the Afghanis would wish to embrace what they had seen elsewhere. Unfortunately, that did not happen. 3 Para’s enforced deployment resembled an ink spray rather than an ink spot. Involvement in the reconstruction process remained an aspiration because the representative of Britain’s Department of International Development (DfID) allegedly refused to be seen associating with the military. Health and Safety issues also intervened to prevent governmental and non-governmental organizations providing humanitarian assistance to local people. The Taliban therefore succeeded in preventing the humanitarian organizations providing support where needed.


Britain first committed a capped Light Brigade to Afghanistan, comprising just one reinforced battle group – that is a battalion with support and service increments. There was a time when strategic military estimates were made to validate operational deployments. With a large element of the British armed forces still stuck in Iraq, it would not have seemed the best of times to volunteer for another quagmire in Afghanistan. There is no military experience within the Government, however. The decision-makers are entirely dependent upon the advice of the service Chiefs. That does not mean that the politician has to accept the military advice but, when a militarily nonsensical action is taken, the first questions should be put to the Chiefs of Staff.


The numerically inadequate British Task Force was obliged to draw on American air support buttressed by RAF Harriers as force multipliers, to compensate for having insufficient troops for the assigned task. This was a risky option with the potential to generate fratricide and also collateral damage to Afghan non-combatants, the latter of which was only too easily exploited to their advantage by the Taliban.


The above short review of the issues relating to the battles to be examined in this book illustrates that what we have here is a cat’s cradle of combat and political issues. The conflicts in Iraq and Afghanistan are yet to conclude and therefore cannot be fully assessed. How these conflicts measure up remains to be seen.22
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Goose Green 1982


‘Sunray is down’


At the end of the Falklands war, Field Marshal Lord Bramall, then Chief of the General Staff, recalled receiving a letter from a distinguished predecessor, Field Marshal Lord Harding of Petherton.1 Lord Harding had explained that the Falklands victory had reminded him of a sentence from one of Winston Churchill’s wartime speeches: ‘All the great struggles in history have been won by superior willpower wresting victory in face of odds or upon the narrowest of margins.’ To that, Lord Harding had added his own commentary:


And it seems to me that the greatest single factor in the Falklands campaign was that all ranks of all three Services had the will to take the risks, the will to overcome the obstacles, the will to face the dangers, and the will, if need be, to make the final sacrifice – the will to decide and the will to win, the indomitable spirit of the warrior, fully supported by the same spirit in the Prime Minister, the Government and the public.


The Prime Minister at the time of the Falklands Conflict, Margaret Thatcher, wrote:


The significance of the Falklands War was enormous, both for Britain’s self-confidence and for our standing in the world. Since the Suez fiasco in 1956, British foreign policy had been one long retreat. The tacit assumption made by British and foreign governments alike was that our world role was doomed steadily to diminish. We had come to be seen by both friends and enemies as a nation which lacked the will and the capability to defend its interests in peace, let alone in war. Victory in the Falklands changed that.2


The way forward was led by an under-resourced Parachute battalion which won the first land battle of the conflict, Goose Green, a battle which had to be won to set the standard for the battles which followed. Willpower, therefore, was one of the most potent elements that contributed to British success in the Falklands.


On 1 April 1982, Rex Hunt, Governor of the Falkland Islands, was at home in the islands’ capital, Stanley, when a flash signal from London arrived containing news (attributable to apparently reliable sources), that ‘an Argentine Task Force will gather off Cape Pembroke early tomorrow morning 2 April’. The news shattered the tranquillity of the small South Atlantic island and set in train an extraordinary chain of events.


The Falkland Islands, British sovereign territory, cover 4,700 square miles (12,173 square kilometres), the equivalent of Cornwall, Devon and Dorset combined or the state of Connecticut. The group lies approximately 400 miles (644 kilometres) due east of Argentina and 8,000 miles (12,875 kilometres) from Britain. The then civilian population numbered approximately two thousand, mostly of British stock, successors to their forebears who first populated the islands in 1833. There has been a continuous British presence there ever since. Before then, the Falklands belonged to Argentina.


On 2 April 1982, following signs of intensive military preparation, the Argentinians invaded the Falklands. Stanley fell to an Argentine marine landing force comprising an amphibious commando company, a platoon from C Company 25 Infantry Regiment with artillery support. Shortly after Stanley was taken, the 9th Brigade dispersed over the surrounding islands. The next day South Georgia, a dependency of the Falkland Islands, fell to the Argentinians.


The contents of the signal sent to Rex Hunt had been disseminated to ministers in London the previous day.3 The Secretary of State for Defence, John Nott, hurried to the House of Commons where he briefed Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher. ‘I just say it was the worst moment of my life,’ she said.4 Her staff immediately convened a meeting in the House to discuss the next step.


The First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Henry Leach, had spent 31 March visiting a weapons establishment at Portsmouth. At 6 p.m., still in uniform, he called in to his office at the Ministry of Defence, Whitehall, to hear the latest news of an apparent Argentine mobilization. He read two separate, contradictory briefs produced for Nott. One said ‘further naval deployments were unnecessary and undesirable’. Unable to reconcile the facts with the advice, he became extremely annoyed. The Argentine initiative represented ‘a clear imminent threat to a British overseas territory – what the hell was the point in having a Navy if it was not used for this sort of thing?’5 Taking time to change into a suit, he went off in search of Nott.


John Nott had been appointed Secretary of State for Defence for the express purpose of bringing the defence programme into line with what could then be afforded. The First Sea Lord believed Nott to be anti-Navy, yet the facts do not support such an opinion. The Royal Navy had a high profile, enjoying a pre-eminent position in British defence priorities, the first of which was the nuclear deterrent founded upon Royal Navy Trident nuclear submarines. This role came as something of a mixed blessing for previously, when the deterrent was provided by the RAF, it was funded separately. Nott decided that Trident would be paid for out of Navy money, which is why it was now short of funds.6 The 1981 Defence Review had proposed reducing the active frigate/destroyer fleet to forty-two ships with eight in reserve. The carrier Invincible was to be sold to Australia. The two assault ships (LPDs), Fearless and Intrepid, were scheduled for decommissioning.


When Leach entered the House of Commons conference room, Mrs Thatcher smiled, inviting him to join the anxious-looking group assembled to respond to the news. ‘Could we’, she asked him, ‘really recapture the islands if they were invaded?’ ‘Yes, we could,’ he replied, ‘and in my judgement we should. Because if we do not . . . in another few months we shall be living in a different country whose word counts for little.’ He went on, ‘although prevention of an Argentine occupation of the Falklands is impossible, its repossession is possible.’ He told the Prime Minister that a Task Force could be ‘ready to leave in forty-eight hours’7 and would reach the Falkland Islands in three weeks. Mrs Thatcher had an idea the voyage would take no more than three days.


Leach said that whatever had to be done must not be halfhearted. Nott did not hide his scepticism but Leach was among political animals whose ways he knew well. He recognized the attraction of publicizing a masterstroke following the announcement in the House on 3 April of the Argentine invasion. There were no doubts in the Prime Minister’s mind that recovering the Falkland Islands, a vital national interest, would entail a war of obligation, for which the British public would not be casualty-averse.


The first-line assets then available to the Royal Navy were impressive. 3 Commando Brigade comprised 40, 42 and 45 Commando. They would need reinforcement by two Army battalions to form a first echelon. Their two assault ships, Fearless and Intrepid, were available. The Royal Fleet Auxiliary manned the landing ships logistic while the balance of the requirement, essentially passenger ships, would be ships taken up from the trade (STUFT), notably the P&O liner SS Canberra. The warships divided into two Task Forces commanded by Admiral Fieldhouse. Task Force 317 consisted of the two carriers Invincible, which was worked-up, and Hermes, which was not, and included amphibious forces. The two carriers would have on board anti-submarine warfare helicopters, RAF and Sea Harriers. Task Force 324 comprised entirely submarines.


Argentina had long aspired to reclaim the Falklands, known to her as the Malvinas, which lay within what she regarded as her sphere of interest. The unpopular General Leopoldo Galtieri, de facto President for all of four months, had misread the signals emanating from London,8 assuming he could move on the Falklands – and make the reclamation of the islands his legacy of office – and that the British, 8,000 miles (12,875 kilometres) away, would not intervene. He was content to have a presence on the islands, having made no preparations for their formal defence. What he had not considered was the effect the invasion would have upon an indignant British First Sea Lord and equally indignant Prime Minister: ‘We were defending our honour as a nation, and principles of fundamental importance to the whole world – above all, that aggressors should never succeed and that international law should prevail over the use of force.’9


The man whose name has become synonymous with Goose Green never got there, he died before victory had been achieved. The first battle of the Falklands conflict, in which the 2nd Battalion The Parachute Regiment (2 Para) fought, was a twin engagement involving a battalion attack first upon the Darwin Line and then on the settlement of Goose Green.10 It was on the Darwin Line that Lieutenant-Colonel H. Jones commanding 2 Para died.


Herbert Jones so disliked his Christian name that he adopted simply ‘H’, which was used as a form of address even by his own sons. ‘H’ went to Eton, Sandhurst and into his county regiment, the Devon and Dorsets. As a captain he was posted on attachment to The 3rd Battalion The Parachute Regiment where he won his red beret and was employed as battalion mortar officer. He returned to the Devon and Dorsets as adjutant, a position in which it became apparent he had little by way of diplomatic skill. ‘He did not suffer fools gladly and he “wrote off” those he considered to be grey men.’11 At Staff College his directing staff observed, ‘tact and charm do not come easily to him’ and ‘I have talked about his arrogance and a tendency to ride roughshod over others’.12


Every officer aspires to command his regiment. Unfortunately for ‘H’, the Devon and Dorsets had three potential candidates, all with their eyes upon the ultimate appointment of Commanding Officer. That was still some way distant. After commanding a company, ‘H’ returned to the staff, this time as Brigade Major to 3 Infantry Brigade at Portadown, Northern Ireland. Here he met many battalion commanders passing through on roulement duty who would go on to greater and better things. One who was impressed by Jones was Lieutenant-Colonel Julian Thompson, commanding 40 Commando Royal Marines, and the future commander of 3 Commando Brigade, who would have ‘H’’s battalion under his command in the Falklands. Thompson wrote, ‘I had considerable respect for Jones’s quick wit, strong personality and soldierly qualities.’13


The ambitious Major ‘H’ would have been bitterly disappointed not to have been promoted at the first opportunity in the 1978 batch of promotions. Significantly, one of his battalion competitors had been. No less significant, as events would prove, was his spending the next year as an instructor at the School of Infantry. After ‘H’’s promotion had been announced in 1979, he went to Headquarters United Kingdom Land Forces near Salisbury. Halfway through that tour the command list was published. One of his competitors had been preferred to command the Devon and Dorsets. ‘H’ was given command of 2 Para, which required his re-badging. He assumed command on 3 April 1981.


The Paras regard those outside the maroon machine, the ‘craphats’, with a mixture of suspicion and disdain, as Chris Keeble, ‘H’’s second-in-command and immediate successor made clear:


We are a body of people welded together by our traditions, by our regiment, by a feeling of togetherness. We’re a family of people and you have to remember that. We all know each other, we know each other’s families. This is a body of people who would die for each other . . . We have to win, the mission is paramount. It is more important than anything else.14


Fourteen pairs of brothers fought at Goose Green.15


What separates the Paras from others is not the jumping out of aircraft – something that occurs infrequently and besides is not really very difficult – but rather what happens on landing; their fitness, determination and the drawing on their family ethos to succeed. No battalion is forever in a state of excellence. What Jones did in his first year was to bring the battalion back to peak form as a parachute battalion after two years in Northern Ireland, focusing upon fitness and skill-at-arms, which proved to be a timely and valuable investment for what was to come. That was his real achievement. He trained his soldiers for conventional soldiering. In terms of all-arms engagements, only two members of the battalion had been previously under fire, B Company’s Major Crosland and HQ Company’s Major Ryan, both in Dhofar, Oman. The aim of any Commanding Officer is to plan and arrange training so that when the blanks give way to live rounds, his men take that less than subtle difference in their stride.


The regimental Signals Officer David Benest recounted how on exercise in Kenya, in October to December 1981, this laissez-faire attitude to live firing was encouraged when the Commanding Officer put his own tactical-HQ far forward, bending all the rules of live firing. The Kenya training came as a godsend for the battalion. There could not have been a better opportunity for them to bond, to train together as a prelude to war. The Commanding Officer proved to be a hard and impatient taskmaster. One of his least appropriate actions on blowing a fuse would be to tell the offending individual his fortune irrespective of rank and who was within listening range.


At the end of the Kenya exercise – Endex – Jones was left with only five months of his life remaining. There was no let-up in the tough training schedule. The training prior to deployment to Belize continued an arduous regime including ‘hard fitness’ battle marches of twelve to fifteen miles in full battle order. Basic battle skills underwent complete revision and were practised mainly at night. ‘H’, said John Crosland, ‘came to us as a new broom, ambitious, relatively naïve and not experienced but he was prepared to listen and keen to learn. He was willing, wanting to get better, more professional.’16 His achievement was to take to war a battalion that had perhaps not yet fully risen to the peak of its military effectiveness, but one that he endowed with an ambition to be unsurpassed by any other in that respect.


On return from a skiing holiday at Easter, Jones learned that the Falklands had been invaded and that a Task Force was being assembled to regain the islands. The plan was that the emergency standby Spearhead Battalion, 3 Para, the duty battalion on permanent reduced notice to move, would come under command of 3 Commando Brigade. That made sense. The second Army battalion nominated to join the Commandos was the Queen’s Own Highlanders. To Jones, that did not make sense. He argued forcibly with his superior headquarters that 2 Para, being similarly equipped and used to operating with 3 Para, was a more sensible alternative to the Queen’s Own Highlanders. 2 Para formed part of 5 Infantry Brigade, also nominated for the Falklands but requiring additional time to prepare for operations. 2 Para, insisted Jones, was ready now. The 1st Battalion The Parachute Regiment, 1 Para, was irretrievably ensconced on operations in Northern Ireland. All he was asking was to bring forward the battalion’s date of departure.


The Ministry of Defence accepted Jones’s logic although the Army as a whole believed a bad precedent had been created. He was to be granted his destiny, but what had he volunteered for? Obviously there was a probability that not everyone was going to come back, but that was equally true whether the battalion was in the first or second echelon. The truth is that the British military welcome having a part in active operations. Individuals wrote personally to Number 10 Downing Street asking that they be included. In the past, many a unit had been able to assume its Northern Ireland duty at full strength because those who would otherwise have been discharged extended their period of service to cover the tour.


Some might argue that Northern Ireland duty could not be as lethal as what would be experienced in the Falklands. On 2 Para’s previous tour in Northern Ireland they had been caught by two separate IEDs planted by IRA terrorists at Warren Point. Eighteen men died, the same number as would die at Darwin and Goose Green. According to John Crosland, Officer Commanding B Company (OC B Coy), 2 Para, there was a difference. ‘Northern Ireland had its very violent periods and some prolonged operations but none with the full orchestration of war . . . the Toms17 in my company hadn’t heard the noise of a sustained battle or felt the intense loneliness and fear that results from such an experience.’18 Crosland, formerly SAS and veteran of Dhofar, had. He would go on to be the good shepherd of an inexperienced rifle company.


‘H’ Jones flew ahead of his battalion group to rendezvous with the advanced elements of the Task Force at Ascension Island. The battalion group under second-in-command Chris Keeble had exclusive use of the North Sea ferry Norland. There were three rifle companies: A Company, commanded by Major Dair Farrar-Hockley; B Company, commanded by Major John Crosland; and D Company commanded by Major Philip Neame. Of their voyage, Philip Neame said, ‘It all looked likely that we would go for a nice South Atlantic cruise, a big show of arms and maybe even go ashore, but no one really thought that we were going to shed blood at that stage – they were all hoping we would, but didn’t really believe it was going to happen.’19


On board Norland, 2 Para experienced three weeks of intensive graft, battle fitness drills, bayonet fighting, resistance to interrogation training, medical training, company sports activities and the consideration of battle awareness scenarios. Cementing all this together was the unlikely figure of the battalion chaplain, David Cooper. He trained the snipers ‘so his street cred was respected’. As the Norland drew closer to the Falklands, attendance at his voluntary church services increased. He had told the Toms that on the way down they could acquire some credits by coming to church but there were no guarantees that would give them any luck. John Crosland recalls that at the padre’s final service aboard Norland, attended by all, the chaplain’s remarks offered them hope. ‘Some of you will not be coming back. All I will guarantee is that you will be looked after whether you come back or whether you don’t.’20


The Naval Task Force drew up into its pre-ordained positions to support landings at Port Carlos Bay. H-Hour, when 2 Para were to lead the infantry ashore, was at 2.30 a.m. on Friday 21 May. The plan was for Intrepid’s four landing-craft to come alongside Norland, taking approximately 650 of 2 Para’s battalion group ashore for what could be an opposed landing. The craft did come alongside but not according to the battalion loading plan, resulting in 2 Para going ashore back to front. The landing-craft bearing Battalion Main HQ was first ashore. The principal concern of the Paras, with the then dreadfully cold and windy weather, was not to get their feet wet in the icy sea. That proved to be a fond but feeble hope as they all landed in two to three feet (0.6 to 0.9 of a metre) of water, with the consequence that a significant number would immediately suffer cold injuries to their feet.


The plan required the first troops ashore to rendezvous with the Special Boat Service (SBS), the Navy’s equivalent of the SAS, who would make contact with torch signals and then move the arrivals quickly away from the beach. There were no signals. As B Company went ashore, there came a challenge in English from the beach. ‘Who the hell are you?’ ‘2 Para, who are you?’ ‘SBS. We were expecting you on the 24th.’ 2 Para needed to know from the SBS before moving off to climb Sussex Mountains, their objective 5 miles (8 kilometres) away, whether they should expect to have to fight to secure it.


It took some time to sort themselves out before the subunits moved off. Each man’s pack averaged out at 100 lb (45 kg) for not only did he have to carry his personal kit but also an array of weapons. Rifle sections had been issued with an additional General Purpose Machine Gun (GPMG). Individuals carried the GPMG ammunition au bandolier with grenades either dangling off webbing or in pockets. Spare radio batteries were distributed among the riflemen together with 2-inch and 81-mm mortar bombs, 84-mm medium antitank weapons, 66-mm light anti-tank weapons and projectiles for the M79 grenade-launchers that were over and above the equipment to which the battalion was normally entitled.


Paras and Royal Marines are the best-qualified beasts of burden in the British armed forces, which was just as well because the number of helicopters available fell well short of what an operation such as this sensibly required. Support helicopters available numbered only eleven Sea King Mark IV and five Wessex. Two Royal Navy Squadrons, 820 and 826, were fitted for anti-submarine operations and of the others, only four Sea Kings were equipped for night-flying. General-purpose helicopters had been embarked aboard the Atlantic Conveyor which, on 25 May, was struck by one of two exocet missiles and sunk, taking with it six Wessex helicopters, three Chinook and one Lynx. The Harriers and one Chinook had successfully taken off prior to the attack21 but the vehicles on board were also lost. Brigadier Thompson put the immediate helicopter problem into words. ‘To lift one light gun battery and 500 rounds per gun, enough for one battle, takes eighty-five Sea King helicopters, or eight Sea King helicopters flying eleven times each, or any permutation thereof – and there were four light gun batteries.’22


As 2 Para dug in on top of cold and wet Sussex Mountain, the opening round of a five-day air–sea battle of attrition was about to begin and for their part they were to be virtual spectators. The first attack at 08.55 on D-Day was on the Canberra by a Pucara, followed at 09.38 when two Pucaras23 interrupted 2 Para’s defensive preparations. Out in the bay between 21 and 25 May, three more British warships followed HMS Sheffield to the bottom.24 The Argentinians’ mistake was to concentrate their attacks upon warships when the highest-priority targets were the logistic ships. The weight of fire from the Royal Navy’s ships and Harriers served to cause the Argentinians to attack at low level, from which height the self-arming iron bombs they carried failed to arm and were in effect duds. In those five days, the Argentine Air Force almost ceased to be a potent fighting force, command of the air being wrested from them by the British.
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