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Prologue


 


By the time I went to war in Afghanistan it felt like we’d already lost. Tired after years of fighting in Iraq, British public opinion had turned firmly against military action overseas.


The newspapers painted a bleak picture. ‘Afghanistan death rate tops Vietnam’ yelled one headline. ‘Afghanistan falling into Taliban hands’ lamented another.


Since 2006, when British troops had first gone into Helmand, casualties had mounted steadily. Defence Secretary John Reid’s remark that, ‘We would be perfectly happy to leave in three years’ time and without firing one shot,’ now seemed woefully naïve.


Then at the end of the summer of 2008, halfway through my own tour of Afghanistan, a shard of sunlight penetrated the gloom. In a daring operation, involving over 4,000 troops, the Army’s 16 Air Assault Brigade fought its way deep into Taliban-held territory to transport a huge turbine to a dam that would provide electricity to nearly two million people.


The press went wild for the story, announcing that progress in Helmand was possible after all and lauding the soldiers involved as heroes. But not all the stories surrounding the operation made it into the newspapers. For instance, no one reported that British Army planners had expected to lose up to three hundred soldiers, moving the turbine straight across some of the most heavily mined ground in Afghanistan. A safer route was found only days before the operation when a private soldier casually asked a local farmer if he knew of another road leading to the dam.


Also missing from the press articles was how the operation was almost cancelled when the crane that was supposed to lift the 220-tonne turbine onto a trailer broke down. The mission was saved when the brother of a local police chief offered to lend his own crane – a service for which he charged the British Army several thousands of dollars.


These are the kind of details that make up any large-scale military operation and ensure that war is never far from descending into farce. In the end, none of these hiccups mattered and the mission was emphatically accomplished. But the lesson is clear: when it comes to Afghanistan, what you see in the press is rarely the whole picture.


The real war in Helmand that summer was fought far from the glare of the media spotlight. It’s a much darker tale and it doesn’t end well. There’s no great victory, no triumphant homecoming. The soldiers who fought there are the only ones who know it even happened.


I was one of those soldiers.










Chapter One


 


I was finally on my way, the last leg of my long journey to the war. A junior infantry officer, I had been sent to Helmand to train and fight alongside the Afghan National Army. 


The Chinook clattered through the air, a hundred feet above the ground, and I craned to peer through the open cargo door at the landscape as it swept beneath us. The desert spread out in an orange carpet, blank and lifeless, while our pilot banked past granite outcrops in alarming manoeuvres that produced adrenaline and nausea in roughly equal measure. They called it ‘flying nap of the earth’: tactical flying to avoid the enemy. I think the pilot was just enjoying himself.


Before long the desert came to an abrupt end, rocks and dust giving way to verdant colour. We had reached the Green Zone, the thin strip of cultivated land either side of the Helmand River that extended as far into the desert as the irrigation system would allow. I could see muddy brown ditches and canals criss-crossing through the crops, turning the land into a kind of green chessboard. This was the battleground for the war in Helmand. Somewhere down there, the Taliban waited.


Here and there, scattered amongst the green, were bright pink and red squares. I leant over to my neighbour, a grizzled sergeant major from the Royal Regiment of Scotland. ‘What’s that?’ I shouted over the noise of the rotors, pointing at the colourful blocks.


‘Poppies!’ he yelled back.


Poppies had been a big topic during my pre-deployment training. A woman from the Foreign Office had lectured us at length on the importance of eradicating the crop in Helmand. The thinking was that opium from the poppies fuelled a drugs problem in Britain and provided funds for the Taliban. Confusingly, a colonel from the MoD later told us that poppy farmers ought to be left alone because when we got rid of their crops we destroyed their livelihoods and turned them into Taliban supporters. What we were actually supposed to do when we came across a poppy field in Afghanistan was never made clear.


Frankly, I didn’t care. Not just about the poppies. I didn’t care about any of the reasons we were fighting in Afghanistan. For me it was all about combat. In five years of service, I’d never fired a shot in anger. I was an officer in the Coldstream Guards, an infantry regiment, and I thought when I joined I’d be right in the thick of the fighting. But war is an elusive beast and it had dodged me at every turn. After I joined up I’d gone through eighteen months of intensive training at the end of which I assumed I’d see some action. Instead I’d spent a year marching around Buckingham Palace and the Tower of London – a role those returning from war often fought over. At first I was the proud public face of the British Army, but by the end I felt more like a tailor’s dummy; a prop for tourists to use in their photos. There was no war there, a fact made clear by my company commander when he summoned me to his office one day to rebuke me for ‘not playing enough tennis’.


In the summer of 2006, I’d deployed to Basra in southern Iraq. I thought I’d find the war there for sure. Well, I got close. I heard it rumbling, explosions just streets away, but by the time I arrived the war had moved on, leaving its spoor behind in the rubble, the wounded and the dead. Most of my time I spent in the desert commanding a platoon on guard at a prison. After four months I came home bored and frustrated, condemned to endure the stories of colleagues who had seen action on the ground.


A stream of training exercises abroad followed; in the burning sands of the Namib desert and the jungles of Brunei the Army prepared me for war. Now, two years after my first tour, I finally had my chance.


It was summer in Afghanistan – the fighting season. The severity of the Afghan winters greatly curtailed military activity but now the temperatures were climbing and the Taliban would be coming back on the offensive. As for the debates raging in the media over national security, special relationships, reconstruction – they meant nothing to me. As long as they gave me something to shoot at, as long as I could fight, I would do whatever I was told, no questions asked.


The Coldstream Guards weren’t deployed in Afghanistan at the moment. I was detached from my battalion and seconded to the Royal Irish Regiment, the unit currently responsible for training and mentoring the Afghan National Army, or ANA. It was all part of the UK’s exit strategy – if we could build up the Afghan security forces to the point where they were able to fight the Taliban on their own then British forces could withdraw. I’d arrived in Afghanistan expecting to take command of an OMLT (Operational Mentor and Liaison Team) – a small group of British soldiers that would train and fight alongside a platoon of up to forty Afghans from a kandak, an Afghan unit, roughly equivalent to a British battalion, comprising of around 400 troops.


We were to lead by example, showing the ANA the tactics and principles the British Army fought by. What I didn’t realise at the time was how much I would learn from them in turn. In my imagination I would be posted to some remote base, where I would live alongside the native troops and lead them to victory against a tough and ruthless enemy. My fantasies owed more than a little to Lawrence of Arabia. In the weeks leading up to my deployment I’d carried around a copy of Seven Pillars of Wisdom in the hope that something of the great man might rub off on me. I tried to read it but gave up after one chapter of stultifying prose and settled for watching the film again.


As it turned out, when I arrived at Camp Bastion, the main British base in Helmand, they told me I was to be posted to a Combat Support OMLT in a town called Gereshk, training Afghan artillerymen. I was disappointed. I’d hoped to be on the front line. As an infantry officer, my place was in the van of battle. Gereshk had seen much fighting before the war shifted north, around Sangin and Musa Qala. However, while I anticipated my time here wouldn’t be devoid of action, there was still an ever present threat from IEDs (improvised explosive devices), suicide bombers and insurgents.


We finally landed in a wide, dusty patch of ground that had been cleared and flattened out to make a helicopter landing site (HLS). The RAF loadmaster hustled us quickly out of the rear door, dragging our bergens with us. We shuffled away from the chopper, staying low to keep under the rotors as they carried on turning, and then the helicopter was gone, lifting straight up into the sky, flinging out dust which stung my face. They never liked to stay still for long in these small bases where they felt exposed and vulnerable. We were left behind, the grunts, here for the long haul.


I looked around at my new surroundings. They were desolate. There were rows of sand-coloured tents and clusters of red and blue shipping containers. A 20-foot high, double thick Hesco Bastion wall ran more than two kilometres around the perimeter. There were sentry posts every 100 metres. It was a fortress. From the inside you couldn’t see anything of the country beyond. Everything was functional and drab and I felt like I’d flown into the end of the world.


‘Captain Evans?’ A short, dark-haired man in desert combats approached me.


‘That’s right,’ I said.


‘I’m Cpl Magoo. I’m here to pick you up.’ He had a strong Irish accent and a bouncy restlessness about him that prevented him from staying still for more than a minute.


‘Magoo?’ I asked.


‘Well, it’s MacGowan really but everyone calls me Magoo. If you’ve got all your stuff, sir, then we’ll be off. The lads are waiting over there.’ He pointed at a row of three armoured Land Rovers, known in the Army as ‘Snatches’, lined up by the edge of the HLS. Snatches were becoming a controversial vehicle – their armour plating was relatively thin and they were vulnerable to the increasingly sophisticated IEDs used by our enemies. Several soldiers had been killed while driving in Snatches and some of the deceased men’s families had launched legal action against the Ministry of Defence, claiming negligence. I was unnerved to see that I would be driving these vehicles around Helmand. A couple of soldiers leaned against the first vehicle, smoking cigarettes.


‘Off? Off where? Aren’t we here already?’


‘Oh no, sir. This is FOB Price – just a staging post, where the logistics monkeys hang out. The proper soldiers are in town with the Afghans. Come on. It’s a short run. I’ll take you over and introduce you to Major Clements. He’s in charge round here, on our side anyway. The Afghan boss is Colonel Wadood – the main man – but he’s away on leave at the moment.’


Magoo grabbed my bergen and slung it in the back of the lead vehicle. ‘Jump up front with me. It’ll only take twenty minutes. Oh, and sir?’


‘Yes?’


‘You’re in command of the convoy. Do you know where you’re going?’


Of course I didn’t, but this was the job of an officer. We were expected to lead. I asked Magoo for a map and quickly scanned the route to the base in Gereshk where we were headed. It looked simple enough but I felt the pressure anyway. Magoo and the other soldiers with him were watching me and assessing my performance.


I asked Magoo if they had standard operating procedures (SOPs) in place for dealing with ambushes or IEDs should we run into trouble en route. He quickly outlined what the score was and I made sure that the men in each vehicle knew what they were doing as well.


‘OK, let’s go,’ I said.


As we drove, I kept an eye out through the window. This was my first proper look at Afghanistan from the ground and I was anxious to drink in my new surroundings. All the scenarios from my training and all the stories I’d heard from colleagues who’d already served over here now ran through my head. I knew that the threat was very real. The road ahead might be mined and any one of the vehicles we passed could turn out to carry a suicide bomb. Magoo looked relaxed but he’d had a couple of weeks here to adjust; I was still mainlining adrenaline.


FOB Price was on the edge of the desert just a few kilometres west of Gereshk, the principal town of Nahri Saraj district. As we drove out of the main gate we passed rows of brightly coloured lorries and trucks parked up. They were all waiting to get into the FOB – Afghan civilian contractors supplying the British Army with water, fuel and other essentials. Each vehicle was searched thoroughly before it was allowed through the gate and they were made to wait for at least twenty-four hours so that a potential suicide bomber might psyche himself out of his planned attack.


We drove along a dirt track for a few hundred metres before we reached a wide metalled road, the A1, which extended all the way across the country from the border with Pakistan in the east to Iran in the west. Magoo put his foot down and the speedometer crept up.


‘Steady on, Cpl Magoo,’ I said. ‘Got somewhere you need to be?’


‘I’m on duty again in five hours. I’ve been up since three this morning. Once I drop you off I’ll be back in my scratcher and trying to grab some kip. As they say, I’m in my own time now!’


‘Well try not to get us killed,’ I joked. ‘So, what’s it like working with the ANA?’


‘They’re a great bunch of lads. I really like them. They’re just like us when you get down to it. They have their funny ways and they look like a bag of shite most of the time but who am I to talk?’ He laughed and gestured at his own heavily wrinkled uniform. ‘I’m mostly in the ops room myself so I don’t see too much of them. Their CO though, the Colonel, he’s a mean-looking bastard. You wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of him.’


‘That’s this Col Wadood, you mentioned?’


‘That’s right. You’ll see what I mean when you meet him. Even Major Clements is a bit scared of him, I reckon.’


I could see the town, squatting on the flat, dusty plain ahead of us, an anonymous jumble of one-storey buildings that hid a labyrinth of narrow streets. We followed the road as it curved round the southern edge of the town until we came to halt by a row of Hesco that led off the highway towards a big metal gate. Painted on the gate were the words ‘Joint District Co-Ordination Centre’, better known as the JDCC. This would be my home for the next four months.


From a fortified sentry tower, or sangar, next to the gate, a watchful face peered at us over the sights of a PKM machine-gun, one of the weapon systems used by the ANA. Watchful eyes scanned the road below for signs of danger. I could see similar towers at the other corners of the base. The men here were clearly ready to repel an attack. 


An Afghan soldier approached us, an AK-47 slung casually over his shoulder. When he saw Magoo he smiled broadly and waved, before shouting at his colleague to let us past. As the barrier swung up, Magoo waved back. ‘Hello Paddy,’ he said.


‘Yes, hello Paddy,’ the Afghan replied.


‘Some eejit told him I was called Paddy,’ said Magoo. ‘I tried to explain but he didn’t really understand and I think he thinks that all soldiers are called Paddy now. He’s a friendly fellow anyhow.’


We drove into the base and parked up on the end of a neat row of vehicles identical to our own. As I jumped out I noticed a number of Toyota pick-up trucks strewn haphazardly around the camp. Some had the black, red and green tricolour flag of Afghanistan flying from their bonnets. Magoo informed me that these vehicles belonged to the ANA.


The layout was reassuringly familiar to anyone who’d spent time in a military camp. In place of temporary containers and portacabins, squat, grey concrete buildings lined three sides of a dirt parade square. Over in one corner there was an empty swimming pool, a relic from the camp’s former life as a base for the Soviet Army. The Soviets had spent over a decade in Afghanistan but had never managed to complete their mission. The entire might of the Red Army, a military machine that had kept the Western world quaking in fear for half a century, had foundered and broken in this country. Our enemies’ forbears had driven them out, exhausted and bleeding, precipitating the downfall of an empire. A century before, Britain, at the height of her imperial power, had been similarly crushed. This time, said the clever men running the governments in Washington and London, things would be different.


Magoo led me across the square, towards one of the buildings. A sign read, ‘C Battery Headquarters, 3 RHA’ in fresh paint. Once inside, the corporal rapped on the door of the ops room and swung it open. 


‘Hello sir, I’ve got Capt Evans here for you.’


I walked into a large square room. In one corner stood a couple of trestle tables with radios and maps spread across them. A corporal was hunched over the maps, scribbling in a logbook as he talked over the net to a call sign out on patrol. One wall was covered with a huge satellite image of Gereshk, overlaid with grid lines. In front of the map were rows of benches. Off to one side, sitting behind a rough wooden desk, was the Battery Commander, a major. He wore a slightly startled expression, as though Magoo had just disturbed him trying to solve a particularly complex puzzle. ‘Oh, right. Thanks Magoo. Leave him with me.’


‘Right you are,’ said Magoo, and nodding to me: ‘I’ll see you around, sir.’ He bounced off down the corridor towards his bed. I turned to the major who had risen to his feet and extended his hand.


‘Hello,’ the major said as we shook. ‘I’m Richard. Mark, isn’t it?’ He was short with blond hair, a ready smile and a friendly, open face. His handshake was firm and his gaze was clear and level. Straight away I detected the confidence possessed by all good officers, the certainty that makes men follow them gladly.


We sat down and Richard proceeded to outline the situation. C Battery had been assigned the task of mentoring the ANA kandak stationed in Gereshk. 


‘The ANA is responsible for security in Gereshk,’ Richard said. ‘The soldiers are supposed to be artillerymen but they haven’t got any guns to shoot so it’s all infantry work. We go out on patrol with them and train them as we go along.’


Normally, British infantry units are divided up into platoons of around thirty soldiers but when operating in urban areas they’re often divided into smaller twelve-man teams called multiples. Each multiple was commanded by junior officers like me, or by senior NCOs. On patrol with the ANA I’d been told we’d usually take just eight men, allowing the others to either carry out work within the base or rest to keep themselves fresh.


‘My main job is looking after the CO,’ said Richard. ‘Col Wadood. He’s away on leave at the moment but he’ll be back soon.’


‘Cpl Magoo was telling me about him,’ I said. ‘He seemed quite impressed.’


‘I’ve never met anyone like him. There hasn’t been much action here for a while but if the Taliban do show up I reckon the Colonel will give them hell.’










Chapter Two


 


I’d now met my superiors and the men I would be commanding. Before I met my counterparts in the ANA, who I would be working with just as closely, I needed to pick up an interpreter. A few British soldiers had completed language courses in Pashtu or Dari, the two major languages spoken in Afghanistan, but they were mostly employed in Kabul working for generals, or at Brigade HQ in Lash. At the tactical level, we relied on the services of Afghan interpreters, hired civilians. In the JDCC, the ‘terps’, as they were known, had their own accommodation away from the ANA. When we needed their services we simply had to drop by and see who was free. They spent most of their time smoking and playing cards in a sort of common room, kitted out with a few tatty armchairs and a television. The air inside was dense and reminded me of those dreary booths you find in foreign airports where smokers are corralled for a last desperate cigarette before getting on a plane.


The terps were an interesting bunch. Most of them were students from Kabul. In a country convulsed by war, there weren’t a lot of opportunities for the educated classes and so the risks of working on the front line had to be weighed against the prospect of unemployment. A number of them were also heavily invested in the outcome of the war and were doing their bit to stave off the return of the Taliban, who had often persecuted the intelligentsia when in power. Of course, the Taliban knew how much we relied on the interpreters and issued dire warnings to any Afghan who came to work for us. These weren’t idle threats. A number of interpreters had been killed in the past, along with their families. It helped that most of our guys were deployed a long way from their homes so were less likely to be recognised by the local fighters and their spies. Even so, they all wore balaclavas or covered their faces with scarves whenever they left the base.


There was little camaraderie between the ANA soldiers and the interpreters. The two camps did not have much in common beyond a shared nationality. On the one side were the soldiers, poorly educated, overworked and underpaid, while on the other you had an intellectual elite earning a comparative fortune to hover on the fringes of the war chatting to people. I can see how the ANA guys resented this state of affairs but the reality was that we needed the interpreters’ skills, and to us they were worth every penny.


There were two or three terps based at the JDCC at any one time but they moved in and out on a rota basis. Over the course of the next few months I became acquainted with all of them. Some were excellent, translating everything that was said fluently and efficiently to the point where you could almost forget that the conversation was being conducted through an interpreter at all. Others were less skilled and would mumble, mistranslate or simply stop paying attention to what was being said. A few would try to brazen it out, grabbing for any English word that they thought might sound right. When this happened, confusion reigned. I developed a good relationship with one of the best, a man called Ash. He was a young guy in his early twenties, clean-shaven and about 5’6” tall. He wore a black T-shirt and black jeans, which I was to discover were the only clothes he possessed. A student from Kabul, Ash understood idiom and nuance and was also a fount of knowledge about Afghan culture and politics. Unusually he spoke both Pashtu, the local language of Helmand, and Dari, which was spoken further north and by most of the ANA soldiers. This trilingual fluency made Ash a prized asset. Having secured his services, I decided my first visit would be to Captain Wali, the senior ANA platoon commander. 


C Battery, the British soldiers, occupied a small block in the northwest corner of the JDCC, while the rest of the camp belonged to the Afghans. There was no fence, no boundary dividing our territory from theirs, but to walk a few metres from one to the other was to enter a different world. Our day-to-day lives were governed by the mores of the British sergeant major, all straight lines and shiny surfaces and clean that up and get a haircut while you’re at it. Over in Afghanistan a more carefree spirit prevailed. Washing hung from tangled lines running between the soldiers’ huts, like so much olive-coloured bunting, while men sat around open camp fires, chatting, cooking dinner or simply napping. I once suggested to the Battery Sergeant Major that we might share a living space with the Afghans in a spirit of closer co-operation. His reply was unprintable.


When I walked into the Afghan platoon commander’s office, Captain Wali jumped up from behind his desk, smiling broadly. An unlikely looking soldier, he was in his mid-thirties, short, fat and seemingly unaccustomed to the rigours of war. He also sported an enormous black beard that, coupled with his wrinkled uniform and lopsided beret, gave him an engagingly dishevelled appearance.


‘Come in! Come in!’ Wali grabbed my hand and pumped it vigorously up and down before ushering me into a chair. ‘So, we are to fight together, you and I?’ he said. ‘This is wonderful. We shall wage a tremendous war this summer!’


I grinned back at Wali. He might look a bit odd but he seemed to share my appetite for combat. This is what I’d come for.


Mint tea was brought in and Wali poured me a glass. It was strong and overwhelmingly sweet. The English have a reputation as world-class tea drinkers but the Afghans take it to another level entirely. Tea provides the foundation of almost any social situation and refusing it provokes consternation. Over the next few months I would find myself in endless conversations with my ANA counterparts, in a hurry to get away but stuck there until my tea had cooled sufficiently to drink.


We agreed that I’d join him on patrol the following morning and he’d take the opportunity to show me around the local area. ‘And maybe kill some Taliban while we’re at it,’  Wali added with a wink.


I asked Wali if he’d fought many battles against the Taliban. ‘Of course,’ he said. ‘We’ve been in Helmand for two years. There are Taliban everywhere.’


It occurred to me that although these men were technically artillerymen, they probably had more infantry combat experience than the most battle-hardened regiment in the British Army.


Wali told me how the kandak had fired big artillery guns on only one occasion. ‘We had four guns at one point,’ he said. ‘But we didn’t have a sighting system to use with them. They were old Soviet-era weapons. Then someone in Kabul found the right kind of system – it was in a military museum there! That’s how old they were.’


‘So what happened then?’ I asked.


Wali looked a bit shamefaced. ‘There must have been something wrong with the guns. They didn’t fire straight. We fired them way out in the desert but we never quite knew how off-target we were. None of the British soldiers who were training us at the time wanted to go out in front of the guns and tell us exactly where the shells landed.’


I smiled. Who could blame them?


‘Anyway, the senior commanders in Kabul said that they needed our kandak to fight as infantry so that’s what we do. I’d like the chance to go and shoot big guns again one day though.’


As time went on the conversation took a more personal turn. Wali began to talk about himself, where he was from and what Afghanistan was like before the Taliban came to power. Despite his apparent enthusiasm for fighting, he was actually a reluctant warrior. Before the war he’d been a travel agent in Kandahar, spending his days organising trips for opium dealers who travelled a great deal both to Pakistan and Kabul. ‘I miss my old life,’ he said before regaling me with a story about how he had once booked a flight for one of Osama Bin Laden’s wives. I asked him where he thought Osama was now. ‘Pakistan,’ he replied with certainty. ‘The Pakistani government will look after him for sure. They are not to be trusted and you British should remember that.’ At the time I dismissed his comments as a mixture of paranoia and xenophobia towards his southern neighbours. Of course, as it turned out, he was right on the money.


The next morning was my first patrol. Wali, along with his platoon of thirty men, arrived at precisely 0900hrs. They looked fit and the NCOs were busy making sure they were ready for the patrol. It was their weapons that drew my attention. The AK-47 is the most widely produced rifle in the world, its distinctive shape instantly recognisable. These ones, however, were something else. No two weapons looked alike. Each had been individually decorated. Some had stickers of pop stars or cartoon characters plastered on the butt and grip, while others sprouted tinsel from the trigger guard. Several soldiers had gone further and stuck flowers in their hair. I was reminded of an Eddie Izzard stand-up routine that called for the formation of a battalion of transvestites whose sheer camp improbability would lull the enemy into a false sense of security. But despite the comical decorations, these men didn’t look like comedians. Their faces were hard. They’d fought through some tough battles and until I could say the same I was reluctant to tell them how they ought to dress.


The purpose of the daily patrols was to show our presence on the ground. That makes it sound far simpler than it was, and far safer. The threat in Helmand was constant and we would have to remain vigilant throughout. Keeping our eyes peeled, together we moved out of the camp’s front gate, my eight soldiers arrayed among the Afghans. I was proud to see the way they immediately adapted to working with the ANA. I positioned myself close to Wali, with Ash by my side, and was able to stay in touch with my soldiers over the PRR, a small radio that each man wore clipped onto his body armour. The range was just a few hundred metres but it was enough to ensure that all the British soldiers on the patrol could talk to one another at all times. 


The first thing I noticed was the heat. I’d been in Afghanistan for several days now but had spent most of that time slipping from one air-conditioned tent to another. Out on patrol, weighed down by body armour, rifle, spare ammunition, radio and seven litres of water, I began to feel how hot it really was. It was late April and the temperature was already in the high thirties. Over the next few months it would approach 50°C, a temperature at which you sweat sitting down in the shade, let alone walking countless miles with a hundred pounds of equipment on your back.


From the JDCC we moved north off the main highway and into a maze of narrow dirt streets. Mud brick walls reared up on either side, hemming us in, while foul-smelling open sewers ran along the edge of the thoroughfare, poised to snare unwary drivers should they stray too far from the central line.


Patrols with the ANA have their own unique character. Traditionally when patrolling in built-up areas, the British Army employs a system they developed in Northern Ireland that uses three twelve-man multiples simultaneously, spread between different streets. Staying in close radio contact, the multiples ‘leap-frog’ past one another as they move forward. This allows the soldiers in each multiple to know what is going on around them even when buildings block their view, making it harder for them to be ambushed. When patrolling with the ANA, however, it wasn’t possible to use this system as the Afghans didn’t have enough radios to split their men this way. In addition, I had to stick close to the ANA patrol commander so that we could talk through an interpreter. This all meant we were forced to patrol in a straight line along each road and I was acutely conscious that the enemy could surprise us at any time.


Just a couple of blocks from the JDCC we emerged into the central market-place and walked into a solid wall of sound. The yells of street-hawkers mingled with the revving of two-stroke motorbike engines while goats bleated in their pens and stereos blasted us with Afghan pop. Market stalls were crammed on either side of the road where fly-covered animal carcasses swung from hooks, attended by bloodstained butchers with their cleavers. 


The market teemed with people, buying, selling, or simply loitering by the roadside, watching us through inscrutable eyes. The adults kept a wary distance from us, whether out of fear or animosity I couldn’t tell. The children were a different story though. Dozens of kids, both boys and girls, swarmed around us. Over the past couple of years they’d picked up a smattering of English phrases they now gabbled at top speed. ‘Hey mister! What’s your name? How are you? You give me chocolate . . . five dollar . . . pens?’ Their big dark eyes and barefoot poverty were an almost irresistible combination, but whenever I did succumb to one of them I always regretted it, as the rest recognised an easy touch and clamoured even louder for their share.


Being surrounded by so many people made me nervous and the market-place with its dark alleyways added to a growing feeling of claustrophobia. It would be easy for an attacker to ambush us here, to rake our patrol with a quick burst of fire, make a few quick kills and then melt away into the crowd. It was also the perfect environment for a suicide bomber. Any one of the burka-clad women could be concealing explosives beneath their billowing robes. We’d know nothing about it – one click and then oblivion.


The received wisdom was that if there were lots of people on the street then an attack was unlikely – the population supposedly knowing far more about Taliban plans than we did. A handy rule of thumb perhaps but I knew that it didn’t always hold true. The enemy had no qualms about blowing up Afghans. Minimising collateral damage wasn’t really on their agenda.


It might have been more straightforward to conduct our patrols in Snatches but then we would have missed out on the opportunity to talk to the locals. On foot we could present a more human face, or at last that was the idea. It was a lesson the Army had learned from fighting counter-insurgencies in Malaya and Northern Ireland – get among the population, understand them and allow them to understand you. This was difficult to achieve from inside armour-plated vehicles. Now I was going to find out just how hard it was face-to-face.


During our training we had been taught that building a rapport with the locals could help us pick up useful low-level intelligence about the area and about our enemies. Walking through the market-place with my interpreter, Ash, I decided to make a start. Just your friendly neighbourhood British officer, walking the beat, keeping the streets safe for you, the Afghan people. Who wouldn’t want to help me?


A middle-aged man running a stall piled high with cabbages looked as good a candidate as anyone so I brought the patrol to a halt. ‘Hello, sir,’ I began. ‘My name’s Mark. How are you today?’


The greengrocer looked down at his wares and said nothing.


I pressed on. ‘How’s business? Plenty of customers?’


The man mumbled something to Ash, still avoiding eye contact.


‘He asks what it is you want,’ Ash explained.


‘I just want to know how things are for you today and see if there are ways that we might be able to make things better,’ I said.


The vendor sighed, shook his head and busied himself among his cabbages, stacking them into neat piles on his barrow.


I was starting to feel a little foolish but refused to be defeated. ‘How’s the security situation? Do you feel safe in Gereshk?’


‘It’s fine. Very good,’ was the mumbled reply.


‘I’m pleased to hear it. Have you seen any Taliban in the town?’


The man just shook his head and then shuffled away behind a neighbouring stall, desperate to escape from my questions.


Over the next thirty minutes I tried four more times to speak to people but all of them rebuffed me with varying degrees of politeness. Wali watched my efforts with growing amusement. ‘Why do you Brits all do this?’ he asked. ‘Always trying to chat to people as though they’re your friends.’


I explained how important it was to get intelligence from the locals and build a positive relationship with them. Wali laughed and reminded me I was a foreigner here and so fundamentally untrustworthy. ‘You think you’re here to help,’ he said. ‘But to them you’re just another stranger with a gun, and people like that don’t have a good history in these parts.’


‘Exactly,’ I said. ‘Trying to break down that prejudice is the key to winning the people’s hearts and minds.’


‘Good luck with that,’ said Wali. ‘They don’t even want to speak to me and I was born just a hundred miles from here. What these people really want is to be left alone.’


‘Well, we did find out one thing,’ I said. ‘The Taliban haven’t got much of a presence here and security’s pretty good.’


‘And you believe them? These are Pashtuns.’


The Pashtuns are by far the dominant ethnic group in southeastern Afghanistan and almost everyone in Helmand belongs to this race. They have a proud martial history; their forbears have fought and won many battles against the British over the last few hundred years in both Afghanistan and Pakistan. As a young cavalry officer, Winston Churchill fought against Pashtuns, or Pathans as he called them, and noted that, ‘Except at harvest time, when self-preservation enjoins a temporary truce, the Pathan tribes are always engaged in private or public war. Every man is a warrior.’ Wali explained that little had changed in this respect and that above all the Pashtuns did not like outsiders. 


‘So what’s the point of us being here at all? If we can’t talk to the locals how are we supposed to do anything?’


Wali grinned broadly. ‘That’s easy. You’re here to kill Taliban.’


I was supposed to be the one mentoring Wali, tutoring him in military tactics, steeping him in British Army doctrine. A few weeks ago, sat in a cosy lecture theatre, all this had appeared straightforward but out here, among the bustling chaos of the street, I was less sure. Here and now everything Wali said made sense. And who was I to argue with him? He’d been fighting here for two years. I chose to say nothing and slowly we made our way back to the JDCC.


The heat after two hours on the ground was starting to get to me. I began to feel tired, and sucked on the rubber tube attached to my Camelbak, the portable water container strapped to my back. The water was unpalatably warm – almost as hot as tea – and it didn’t refresh me at all. It was important to drink anyway though or else dehydration would swiftly leave me debilitated and put me at risk of heatstroke.


As we patrolled I stayed in constant touch with the ops room. The encrypted radio I carried made up a significant portion of the weight – some 15 pounds – but it was indispensable. I had to be able to talk to the base; if we got into a fight it would be the men in the ops room who would send reinforcements, air support or, if necessary, medics to evacuate any casualties. Without that link, we were on our own. Of course no technology is one hundred per cent reliable and sometimes the radios failed. When that happened we fell back on mobile phones. The Afghan networks surprised me with their quality but they were of course insecure and anyone with a few dollars’ worth of scanning equipment could listen in on our conversations – obviously not ideal.


Today, the man on the other end of the radio was Cpl Magoo and it turned out he liked to chat. Most conversations over the net were clipped and functional – co-ordinates, updates on the tactical situation and so forth. Magoo’s style was more conversational and he saw the seriousness of our work as no barrier to enjoying himself. When he clocked my public school accent coming through the ether he spotted an opportunity to have some fun at my expense. 


‘I say! Hullo there. There’s a friendly call sign moving three streets west of your position, yah. Pip pip. Out.’


I have to admit that it was funny, especially because he’d assumed I was exactly the kind of public-school stereotype everyone expected to find in a regiment like mine. Don’t get me wrong, I had a wonderful, comfortable upbringing. And yes, I had gone to public school, but unlike some officers in my regiment my forbears hadn’t been generals or peers. Apart from his years conscripted in the Army, my mum’s dad worked his whole life in the village Co-op and my Grandma Evans ran the local pub. I was the first person in my family to go to university. My Mum and Dad both left school at sixteen. They worked hard and did well for themselves. They put everything they had into making sure my brother and I were given all the opportunities we needed. I probably don’t tell them enough, but I’m proud of them and bloody grateful.


Not that I was going to go into all that with Magoo. I just hoped he’d knock it off if things got serious. A few minutes later I was on the net again to update the ops room on our latest position. Sure enough, there came Magoo with a cheery, ‘What ho!’


Then from the other side of the ops room, I heard, ‘Oi! Cut that out and do your bloody job!’


The Battery Sergeant Major clearly didn’t share Magoo’s sense of humour. From then on the Irishman was quite professional on the radio – except when he thought no one else was listening. 










Chapter Three


 


December 2008


 


I’d sold my car just before I left for Afghanistan, so my father was giving me a lift. I’d been back for a month and was now headed to Windsor where my battalion was based. I wasn’t due back at work for a few more weeks but had been invited to join them for the annual commemoration of the Battle of Waterloo. Known as ‘Hanging the Brick’, it was a keenly anticipated event in the Coldstream Guards’ calendar and an excellent excuse for an enormous piss-up. Admittedly, during the past few weeks I’d needed little excuse.


We didn’t often have serious conversations, my dad and I. We’d catch up on how Southampton had been doing in the League and discuss England’s chances in the upcoming Ashes but preferred to avoid any discussion of anything as messy as emotions unless it was completely unavoidable. What happened in the car, therefore, came as something of a surprise.


We’d been driving for fifteen minutes in silence. My father had the radio tuned to Radio 5 Live and the football commentary washed over me as I looked out of the window and thought about nothing in particular. At half-time, the presenter began to announce the news headlines. ‘A soldier from the Royal Marines was killed in Afghanistan today.’ The mere mention of that place snapped me out of my reverie and my head jerked upright.


‘This brings the total number of British service personnel killed to . . .’ Dad reached over and turned down the radio. My eyes were fixed straight ahead on the motorway but for a moment I thought I saw rocks and sand.


‘Mark?’


I swung round and glimpsed a soldier in the seat beside me, twisted in an awkward, broken pose, agony etched across his features. Then I blinked and focused on my father’s confused face. The spell was broken. ‘Are you all right, son?’ he asked.


I coughed and ran my fingers through my hair, feeling my forehead damp with sweat. ‘Huh? Yeah, I’m fine. Why do you ask?’


‘You don’t look fine,’ he said.


I shrugged. ‘Probably hungover. Late one in the pub last night.’


I kept my gaze forward, preferring not to catch my father’s eye.


‘Oh,’ he said. ‘Right.’


Another minute passed in silence; then, ‘It’s just you haven’t seemed quite right since you came back.’


More silence.


‘I don’t want to pry but did something happen over there?’


Screwing my eyes shut, I thought hard. In the few weeks since the end of my tour in Afghanistan, I’d not discussed it with anyone. I hadn’t known what to say or to whom. My parents seemed to sense this but up until now hadn’t asked. I searched my mind but couldn’t find any words. You can’t just sweep up the shattered bodies and blood-soaked memories of war and dump them on your father’s lap halfway down the M4. The two worlds were so far apart and I had no business spoiling my family’s peaceful reality with the carnage I’d found in the desert. I could feel tears springing up behind my eyes and I blinked fast to push them back.


‘There was some stuff,’ I said. ‘It got hairy sometimes. We got shot at a bit. But here I am. It turned out OK in the end.’


My father pursed his lips and nodded. ‘OK. If you want to talk about it, though . . .’ His voice trailed away, the offer of help unspoken. I was grateful that we could leave it there and we lapsed into quietness once more.


Before long we’d arrived at Victoria Barracks in Windsor and I jumped from the car with a cheery, ‘Thanks. See you in a few days.’ I took my rucksack from the boot and walked through the gate and back into the Army for the first time since I’d landed in the UK.


I made my way to the Officers’ Mess, a three-storey redbrick building overlooking the parade square. As I walked, I passed neat rows of Land Rovers parked up on the square. It felt comforting to be back in this military environment. I hadn’t realised how conditioned I’d become to the distinctive feel of Army life. Previously I’d always found the discipline and uniformity oppressive but now I craved these things.


Along the way I came across groups of soldiers ambling about the place. On the day of ‘the Brick’ there wasn’t much work being done and there was an unusual holiday feel about the place, like you’d get among a group of lads at Luton airport waiting for their flight to Magaluf. The atmosphere was charged with a potent mix of booze and testosterone.


There must have been thirty or forty officers already milling around the anteroom when I arrived. It’s a big room that oozes tradition even though the Mess was re-built just a few years ago. At one end there’s a Georgian fireplace they salvaged from the old Mess, and pulled up around it are a number of leather wingback chairs. In the corner stands an ornate writing desk where you can find the Mess gambling book containing records of officers’ debts from the late 1800s up until 1980, when some puritanical commanding officer banned the practice. As I walked in, it seemed that all eyes turned to watch me. I felt suddenly self-conscious.


Looking around, there were a few unfamiliar faces, men who had commissioned since I’d been away from battalion, but most I knew. All officers of the Coldstream Guards, we were supposed to be comrades and friends, brothers even. They’d not been with me in Afghanistan, having mostly deployed on an earlier tour while I’d been off training recruits in Yorkshire. In my absence they’d forged new bonds with one another during the long months overseas and now, even as they welcomed me back into the bosom of the Coldstream family, they seemed like strangers.


Jamie Russell, the adjutant, approached me first, grabbing my hand and pumping it enthusiastically. He’d known me since my first day in the Regiment but we’d not seen one another for almost a year. This greeting was at least genuine. As others came up to say hello, I felt myself become awkward and formal. I’d trained with some of these men for years, shared water-filled shell scrapes dug into windswept hillsides and afterwards we’d got roaring drunk together. We had, I thought, been as close as it was possible for men to be, but now I feared a veil had fallen between us. Although most of them had been to Afghanistan, they hadn’t seen what I’d seen, done what I’d done.


It was the questions about my tour that I found the hardest to endure. These were military men. It should have been easy. They, more than anyone, were equipped to comprehend what I’d been through. But as I began to talk I was aware of attentions wandering and eyes glazing over. They didn’t want to know. Of course. Telling war stories is a competitive sport in the Army. These officers had been in Afghanistan during the winter and while they had endured their share of fighting I suspected it had lacked the intensity of my encounters with the enemy. But who wants to hear that? The last thing I was interested in was a game of one-upmanship, especially one in which what counted as winning or losing was becoming increasingly unclear to me. Under fire in the desert, I’d longed for days like this when I could share my experience with fellow-warriors who could appreciate all the hardship and the tough decisions. But now I had my chance, I found that neither I nor my audience wanted to play. The longed for glory had evaporated like morning mist in the desert.


Thankfully all conversation was soon quelled by the start of the proceedings that comprised ‘Hanging the Brick’. We filed out of the Mess, clutching G&Ts or Bloody Marys, and ranged ourselves about the lawn that looked over the parade square.


The eponymous brick refers to a lump of masonry that was taken from the farmhouse of Hougoumont, a building the Coldstream Guards had successfully defended at the Battle of Waterloo. History records that the French were attempting to breach the gate of the farm when two men, Lt Col Macdonell and Sgt Graham, averted disaster by fighting through the enemy lines and forcing the gate shut. Wellington later described holding the farmhouse as the key to the battle. The brick has consequently assumed talismanic status in the regiment, a symbol of the bravery and selflessness to which all Coldstreamers should aspire.


As we watched from our vantage point on the steps, the parade began. Two of the burliest members of the Sergeants’ Mess escorted the brick from the guardroom, carrying it in a custom-made cradle along a route that took it around the perimeter of the square. Another forty men, the remainder of the Sergeants’ Mess, marched behind to the beat hammered out on the drums. Every man was wearing fancy dress. Axe-wielding Vikings walked beside witches with their brooms while street-sweepers and police officers followed behind. The one commonality was that all the costumes required the wearer to carry an object that might function as a weapon. You see the escort was not merely ceremonial – tradition stated that should the junior soldiers successfully capture the brick then they could legitimately hold it hostage until the sergeants paid an appropriate ransom in booze. The threat therefore was very real and the sergeants were ready to do battle.


The brick got as far as the first corner of the square without incident when from around the side of the Quartermaster’s stores a column of screaming dervishes fell upon the parade and surged towards the brick. Play acting this was not. Each man on the square was an infantryman, trained in violence. A few pre-match beers had lowered inhibitions and as fists began to fly, the scene quickly descended into a bad day at Millwall. We officers looked on from our perch like patricians in the Colosseum, radiating jovial approval as the men we commanded knocked seven bells out of one another.


The running battle continued as the brick made its slow progress around the square. When one wave of attackers had been repulsed, fresh men would take their place. The spectacle grew steadily closer and I could hear the crunch of fists on flesh, the laboured breathing of the combatants. This was not just fun. Adrenaline was pumping. One man caught my attention, dressed in the robes of a Bedouin Arab. Below the band of his headdress, I could see his eyes burning with the thrill of battle, as I’d seen in the eyes of my comrades in Helmand. Yes! This is what the Army was for. It liberated all our base instincts, made savages of civilised men, allowed us to act as nature intended.


I felt my blood pumping hard and around me I could hear the cries of the other officers, shouting at the sergeants, exhorting them to a still greater pitch of savagery. And then I wasn’t cheering the men on the square but was back in Helmand, yelling at the Afghans beside me to move forward and engage the enemy. The wall of sound around me became rifle fire and the explosions of rockets as they launched.


‘Steady on there, Mark.’


I looked around wildly to see James, another captain, smiling at me. ‘There’s a whole day of drinking ahead of us. You look a bit glazed already.’


I nodded vacantly. ‘Feeling rather odd,’ I said. ‘Late night last night.’


James had already turned his attention back to the melee below us and I backed unsteadily away up the steps and into the Mess. Once inside I blundered towards the gents. I pushed open a stall door and locked it behind me before collapsing on top of the toilet seat. My body shook as I sat there and for the first time I asked myself the question, ‘What the fuck is wrong with me?’


I drank away the rest of the day in the Sergeants’ Mess where, in the name of tradition, anyone who touched the brick was obliged to buy a round. If volunteers were not forthcoming then the NCOs would forcibly grab an officer and propel him headfirst through the air towards the brick, which was suspended from a rope above the bar. It was considered good form to resist but only up to a point. Struggling too much would cause the NCOs to push your head into the brick with considerably more force than was necessary. So it was that I woke the following morning with a crashing headache, but that was not what was bothering me most. I got up and went to see the regiment’s medical officer.


‘I can’t stop thinking about Afghanistan,’ I said.


‘How long have you been back?’


‘About three weeks.’


‘Yes, that’s standard. Here, have some sleeping pills. You’ll feel better soon.’


Everything was fine. This was all quite normal. I felt relieved. Better have a drink to celebrate. 










Chapter Four


 


After the initial hurricane of work that comes with starting any new job, life began to settle into a recognisable pattern: twice-daily patrols, writing reports and, my most important task, the planning of operations. So called patches of time emerged of (what might laughingly be referred to as) recreation. There wasn’t a great deal of choice when it came to leisure activities. Sleeping, reading and watching DVDs were the chief pursuits, interspersed with odd bouts of masturbation. Given the close confines of our living quarters, it was best for one’s peace of mind not to dwell too heavily on the frequency of this last activity.


Of all our pastimes, the most productive was exercise. In the Army it’s instilled into us that fitness is next to godliness and competitive ‘phys’ was actively encouraged. However, it was difficult to run due to the layout of the base, and obviously jogging through Gereshk itself was a non-starter, so instead it was all about the gym. We had no proper equipment but enterprising sappers from the Royal Engineers had improvised an extensive fitness studio out of assorted junk, fashioning dumbbells out of discarded oil cans they’d filled with rocks. 
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