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				About the Book

				General Sir David Richards is one of the best known British generals of modern times. In 2013 he retired after over forty years of service in the British Army and a career that had seen him rise from junior officer with 20 Commando to Chief of the Defence Staff, the professional head of the British Armed Forces.

				He served in the Far East, Germany, Northern Ireland and East Timor. He was the last Governor of Berlin’s Spandau Prison, when Rudolf Hess, Hitler’s deputy, was its sole prisoner. In 2005 he was appointed Commander of the Allied Rapid Reaction Corps in Afghanistan and as commander of NATO forces became the first British General to command US Forces in combat since the Second World War.

				In 2000, Richards won acclaim when he brought together a collaboration of forces in Sierra Leone to stop the ultra-violent Revolutionary United Front from attacking the capital, Freetown. In so doing he ended one of the bloodiest civil wars to bedevil the region. He did so without the official sanction of London, and failure could have cost him his career.

				As Chief of the Defence Staff he advised the government during the crises and interventions in Libya and Syria and oversaw the controversial Strategic Defence and Security Review.

				Taking Command is Richard’s characteristically outspoken account of a career that took him into the highest echelons of military command and politics. Written with candour, and often humour, his story reflects the changing reality of life for the modern soldier over the last forty years and offers unprecedented insight into the readiness of our military to tackle the threats and challenges we face today.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				About the Author

				Baron Richards of Herstmonceux served in the Far East, Germany and Northern Ireland before commanding deployments in East Timor and Sierra Leone, where his intervention in the civil war, without official sanction from London, proved decisive in ending years of factional fighting. He later served with NATO and led ISAF forces in Afghanistan.

				David Richards became Commander-in-Chief Land Forces of the British Army in 2008 and held that role until 2009, when he was appointed Chief of the General Staff. In 2010 he was appointed as Chief of the Defence Staff, the professional head of the British Armed Forces, and served in that position until 2013. He was made a Life Peer in February 2014.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				

				To Caroline, Joanna and Pippa, without whose love
and support much of what follows would not have
happened or been nearly so rewarding.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Foreword

				Great commanders of history, up to and including the Second World War, became household names in their own societies. It was taken for granted that soldiers existed to fight for their nations wherever the bugle called. Today, while the British Army still enjoys the affection as well as respect of the British people, few warriors become celebrities. We inhabit an increasingly risk-averse world in which ignorant people, including some coroners, suppose that if wars are properly conducted, in accordance with Health & Safety Executive guidelines, nobody should get killed. Governments striving to save money – which means all of them – hack away at the defence budget, confident that doing so will not cost them votes, as do cuts in welfare or the NHS.  Few prime ministers have much notion of strategy. Most think of the armed forces only when they want to inspect a guard of honour, or to indulge some headline-grabbing lunge into intervention abroad, often without giving a moment’s thought to where this might lead them – and Britain.

				Thus our modern generals have a tough row to hoe. If they become Chiefs of Staff, sooner or later most face a choice between acquiescing in some folly devised by Downing Street in the later watches of the night, or arguing the toss with the prime minister of the day, and earning a reputation as ‘difficult’. David Richards has always been ‘difficult’, which is why some of us like and respect him so much. In his early career in command, he played a distinguished role in the troubles of Sierra Leone, East Timor and Afghanistan. When he became head of the Army and then Chief of the Defence Staff, he was obliged to grapple with two prime ministers determined to do foolish things.

				Gordon Brown commissioned two giant aircraft-carriers, which some of us – and David Richards – declared from the start were an unaffordable nonsense that would cripple the Royal Navy by devouring a giant’s share of its resources. Britain does not engage in political ‘pork-barrelling’ on anything like the American scale, but it is hard to identify any rationale for Brown’s decision beyond that of pumping billions of pounds into the Scottish economy, and preserving jobs in Labour constituencies. I have compared the carriers to the ancient Egyptian pyramids, because they consume enormous labour to produce an outcome of no practical utility. David Richards was courageous enough to fight tooth and nail against the carrier commitment, and I am sure posterity will respect him for having done so. He also, of course, staunchly resisted the Cameron Coalition’s defence cuts, most notably the reduction of the Army to 82,000 men. This, again, was a political decision based upon no credible strategic calculation but, instead, upon a back-of-an-envelope guesstimate about what the government reckoned it could get away with.

				In this memoir, the former Chief of the Defence Staff describes the immensely difficult arguments between politicians and soldiers, and also between Britain and the United States and other allies about options for intervention in Libya and Syria. It is no secret that David considerably annoyed his political masters by rejecting some of their more schoolboyish ideas, especially those relating to Syria, and by insisting that any British military action should be operationally sound, rather than driven by media soundbite. It may sound trite to say that he is sensible as well as clever, but common sense often flies out of the window when governments decide to play soldiers. David never forgot that the stakes – whether in Ireland or Sierra Leone, Afghanistan or Libya – were the lives of his men by land, sea and air.

				He was also sensitive to the need for a local political underpinning for any military action. For Western forces merely to kill enemies and win battles is meaningless unless there is ‘something to join up to’ in the phrase of the US Army’s splendid guru, General H.R. McMaster – a credible polity. Whether in Vietnam, Iraq, Libya or Syria, it is never enough for Western leaders simply to identify tyrants whom they wish to remove, foes they believe should be destroyed; there must also be some local grouping morally and politically worthy of Western support, something to fight for. I remember Douglas Hurd saying to me in the 1990s, when he was foreign secretary, ‘Your military friends, Max, should grasp the fact that often they won’t get the clarity of purpose, the fixed objectives they want. It may be necessary sometimes to take some action simply to avert a humanitarian disaster, and worry later about what comes afterwards.’ I understood then, and accept now, what Douglas was saying. But politicians, in their turn, should recognise that commanders’ ‘obstructionism’ – as the Cameron camp viewed the Chiefs of Staff’s caution about Syria, for instance – was founded in a prudent consciousness that it would be disastrous to plunge into a morass without some notion about how to get out again.

				David Richards is a wonderfully grown-up General, and also the best of company, superbly relaxed even in moments of high stress. I have often taxed him – odd this, coming from me, a journalist – about his indiscretion, his determination to call a spade a spade even in high councils of state, and even when the prime minister of the day is insisting that the spade is something quite different. But a willingness to speak truth to power is a rare gift, and he has it in extravagant measure. His book conveys his sense of fun as well as honesty, courage and professionalism. He has participated in, and often led, some remarkable adventures. Britain will be fortunate if its future Chiefs of Staff, the leaders of the armed forces, match his combination of ‘can do’ enthusiasm and boring old common sense. David Richards is a remarkable man, and the story that he tells reflects his qualities.

				MAX HASTINGS

				July 2014

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Introduction

				Sierra Leone, January 1999. I had been watching a ragged battle across a dried riverbed in the middle of the sprawling capital, Freetown. It was another stifling day in the equatorial heat of the African tropics. I was standing amid the chaos of guerrilla warfare, Sierra Leone-style.

				AK47s and rocket-propelled grenades were being loosed off in all directions by the heavily armed irregulars of the Revolutionary United Front (RUF), the feared, brutal thugs whose signature atrocity – the amputation of their victims’ hands – had brought the civil war in this small, benighted West African country to the world’s attention.

				I had gone to see how the Sierra Leone Army was faring as they fought alongside Nigerian soldiers of the West African peacekeeping force and the so-called Kamajor militia – drawn from ordinary people from rural areas who had taken up arms for the Sierra Leonian government. They were having a hell of a battle to prevent Freetown from falling into the hands of the RUF. In the course of it, the RUF were pushed back, with many killed. Afterwards, my protection party from the Royal Marines and I went forward, picking our way through the ramshackle streets and corpses until we came across a hospital.

				People often ask me when it was that I made up my mind to do something to help Sierra Leone find its way to peace after eight years of civil war. There was no exact moment, but that visit to the hospital – just over a year before I was to play a part in the country’s history – left a profound mark on me.

				The hospital was dire – indescribably awful. On the ward where victims, young and old, lay in their own filth, some children came forward to greet us. They wanted to say hello and to thank me. As I went to grasp their hands, I noticed the bandages with fresh blood seeping through and realised that they hadn’t got hands to hold with mine. These were children who, only hours before, had suffered traumatic amputation by machete-wielding RUF criminals.

				Outside the hospital my five-strong protection team and I stood for a moment in silence. It was time to move on. We crossed to the other side of that chaotic, desperately poor place, following the advance now being made by government-backed forces. Then we stopped at an old people’s home where several frail, frightened-looking men lay in bed. They had been unable to get away from the fighting.

				One had been in the West African Rifles as a young man and still had his Second World War medals pinned proudly to his chest to prove it. When I walked in, he tried to get up to thank me because he thought I had, single-handedly, pushed the RUF out. In fact, I was only monitoring the battle to see whether or not to recommend that Britain help Sierra Leone. His generosity of spirit and pitiful state made a deep impression on me and I came away resolute in my determination to do what I could to help this country.

				Just over twelve months later, in May 2000, and with the RUF on the rampage again, we were back with a small force of British paratroopers and special forces soldiers. We were ostensibly there to organise an evacuation of UK nationals. This time I more or less ignored my orders from London and committed my soldiers to leading the fight against the rebels, a decision that helped to turn the course of the war. We had seen the previous year that the RUF were an ill-disciplined rabble who relied on terror tactics and bravado. I was sure that a well-coordinated response, together with some properly directed firepower, would send them packing.

				I sensed then that even though those in the Ministry of Defence in London didn’t want me to get involved in the war – my orders made no mention of intervening, let alone committing men to combat – their political masters probably would not baulk at it. But I was a Brigadier; I couldn’t exactly pick up the phone and talk to Prime Minister Tony Blair or Foreign Secretary Robin Cook. So it was pure instinct that drove me, combined with my determination not to let Freetown revert to the horrors we had witnessed the year before. I decided to chance my arm.

				I do not regard myself as overly ambitious. I know people would say that I must be, otherwise I would not have made it to the top of my profession. But I don’t believe I am ambitious in a selfish sense. If I had been, I would have been cautious in Freetown. I would not have risked my whole career. This operation was supposed to be a routine extraction of British nationals. Was I so confident that my initiative was going to come off, that one day a Hollywood film producer would want to make a movie of what we did? I certainly was not. Of course, my actions were not a complete gamble, but I knew it was a very risky undertaking.

				To be frank, I didn’t give a fig about the consequences for me. I was 5,000 miles from London. I had an outstanding small military command team with me, whom I had trained and trusted implicitly. I knew the Sierra Leonian President, Dr Ahmed Tejan Kabbah, pretty well and his Defence Minister, Hinga Norman. I just sensed that I could make this happen. I remember thinking, ‘If this doesn’t go well, sod it, I can leave the Army.’

				I said to Neil Salisbury, my Chief of Staff and the rock around which my mind worked, ‘We’re chancing our arm here. I’ve got no orders for this. But I just can’t let it go and I think we can pull it off.’ Neil made me laugh when he replied, ‘We’re with you, Brigadier!’ and we just got on with it.

				Sierra Leone could well have ended my career, but in many ways it was the making of it. I’d taken a big risk and got away with it. Looking back, Freetown seems more pregnant with disaster than it did at the time. The country had been at war for years and was riven with factional fighting. It was ambitious indeed to think that we could push the RUF out of the capital and back into the interior.

				I have always enjoyed risk-taking, not in a physical sense necessarily – though that isn’t bad – but more in the sense of thinking on my feet, having to trust my instincts under pressure. And I have always taken pride in telling it as it is, however unpalatable. In my role as Chief of the Defence Staff (CDS), that trait caused tensions with the government and Prime Minister David Cameron.

				Of course, much of the credit for that episode in Sierra Leone – its name was Operation PALLISER – was given to Tony Blair. He cited it – and many lauded him for it – as a successful example of interventionist ethical foreign policy. I don’t begrudge Blair doing that, even if at the time he had little or no knowledge of what we were really up to for many days. He set the conditions for what we did, so fair enough.

				Taking Command is not only about my days in Sierra Leone. It traces my long career, which started when I was a proud 18-year-old subaltern in the Royal Artillery. By the time it concluded I’d reached the top of the military tree as Chief of the Defence Staff. Along the way I lived in the Far East and Germany, and completed three tours in Northern Ireland. On my last posting in Ulster in 1992, I wrote the Army’s first campaign plan for the Troubles.

				While based in Berlin, in the mid-eighties, I was responsible for the security of Hitler’s deputy, Rudolf Hess, whenever he left Spandau Prison. I saw him three times in his final months and had to play my part in dealing with the ensuing diplomatic stand-off between the Russians and Americans after he died.

				As Chief of Joint Force Operations, I travelled to many of the world’s trouble spots, in addition to Sierra Leone, deploying to Albania, Indonesia, East Timor and Mozambique among other places. As a Major General, I deployed briefly to Iraq in the days immediately following the toppling of Saddam Hussein. Aside from my role as Chief of the Defence Staff, perhaps the biggest task I undertook was leading NATO’s International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) in Afghanistan between 2006 and 2007, where I became the first British General to command American troops at theatre level since the Second World War.

				During that posting, I committed my forces to a major battle in Kandahar, which I still believe was a make-or-break moment for the international project in Afghanistan. Operation MEDUSA in the Panshway district of Kandahar inflicted some of the heaviest casualties on the Taliban of the entire Afghan war. That said, in the course of that command, I fought hard to broaden the scope of the operations of coalition forces away from purely offensive military activity to a wider emphasis on political and developmental goals. I waged vociferous running battles with my NATO superiors over what was viewed as my overly realistic summaries of our progress. On two occasions they tried to muzzle me without success. During that posting I kept a detailed daily journal, which forms the basis of three chapters on my time commanding in Afghanistan.

				When I became head of the armed forces in October 2010, I inherited a Strategic Defence and Security Review, which had been largely signed off by my predecessor, Air Chief Marshal Sir Jock Stirrup. While I had influenced the outcome in my previous job as head of the Army, I remain unhappy about the decision to build two very large aircraft carriers, the Queen Elizabeth and the Prince of Wales. We must make the most of them now but two new ships of the existing class would have sufficed and, vitally, the Royal Navy would have had more vessels overall. The decision to shrink the regular Army to a mere 82,000 personnel is a mistake, I would argue, and the experiment to take the strain using enhanced reserve capacity bold, but I wish it well.

				In my role as Chief of the Defence Staff, I worked closely with David Cameron in the newly created National Security Council, which met multiple times during the campaign to support rebels against the ailing dictatorship of Colonel Gaddafi in Libya. One of my first jobs during that campaign was to persuade Mr Cameron not to rush in alongside President Sarkozy of France, who wanted to commit forces to the conflict regardless of whether other allies, including the Americans, joined in or not. My judgement was that, for success, it was vital for the United States and NATO to be involved. It was also essentially my call to make the key decision to switch the effort of the international coalition from eastern Libya to the west.

				My other points of focus as Chief of the Defence Staff were the Falklands – my role there was to calm government nerves about another Argentinian invasion, which I never thought likely – the spreading threat posed by Al-Qaeda and its offshoots round the world, dealing with Iran and the potential nuclear threat it poses, and responding to the crisis in Syria. On that issue, I was strongly of the view that Britain should stay well clear of any involvement unless we and our allies were properly committed and mounted a strategically coherent military campaign. I argued this case forcefully to the Prime Minister and others.

				I have served during a fascinating period in history. My career far exceeded the expectations that I held as a young officer. I plied my trade from the snows of arctic Norway to the tropics of West Africa and the deserts of the Middle East, from the officer’s mess at Larkhill to running NATO in Afghanistan. The common denominator has always been the men and women of the British armed forces. Like all good officers, I like soldiers and hugely enjoy their company. I love the banter and their sense of commitment to each other, through thick and thin. They seem instinctively to feel this and respond to it. There can be no better feeling than knowing your troops will follow you anywhere and that you would do anything for them.

				Taking Command is the story of my life in the Army.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				ONE

				A Typical Army Brat

				Boisterous, rebellious at times, quite tough and self-contained, happy in my own company and confident – in short, growing up I was a typical army brat, determined to do my own thing. But I was also sensitive to the general direction in which I ought to be going in life, even if I was going to get there in my own way.

				I knew from an early age that the Army was likely to be a very good option for me. My father was a career soldier and seemed to enjoy it; my brother was serving and having a whale of a time.

				My father, John Downie Richards, known to all as Jim, was a big influence on me, and his career set the background for a peripatetic and happy childhood during which my brother, two sisters and I chopped and changed schools with his postings. A good-looking Welshman, born in Cardiff and educated at a minor public school in Eastbourne, Jim Richards was a larger than life individual who was great fun and who inspired affection and loyalty among the soldiers under him.

				He was a great sportsman. He swam for England and played cricket to a high standard. Were it not for the intervention of the Second World War, he may never have joined the Army and, instead, reached county level. He never tired of the game and played village cricket right through his sixties. He had quite a temper but he was unfailingly kind and patient with me, bowling at me for hours on summer evenings after getting back from work.

				Before the war he had worked in banking but joined up even before conscription was introduced and became a sapper – the equivalent of a private soldier. He was sent to France in 1939 as part of the British Expeditionary Force and was eventually evacuated by warship from Calais in May 1940.

				He only just got out, though, having been captured by the Germans at one stage. Bizarrely, he made good his escape by walking off, realising that his captors did not have enough men to stop him.

				He met my mother, Pamela Reeves, in 1938 in Eastbourne, where he was living before the war. Her family were well-to-do and of middle-class stock from West Kent and East Sussex. Like a lot of people in Britain in those uncertain days, they got married as the war started. My mother was an attractive woman, with a strong and independent streak and she loved the variety of army life. She was utterly devoted to her family and we children – my older brother Nick, older sister Jan and younger sister Sara – knew from an early age how fortunate we were.

				Back in England after his evacuation from Calais, my father was selected for a commission and joined the Royal Artillery, a decision that was to have a lasting influence on my own career. He fought at the battle of Imphal in Burma and got malaria twice. In 1946 he was posted to Ceylon as a battery commander, where Jan was born after my mother and Nick had travelled out on a troop ship to join him.

				In 1949 as the Army slimmed down, my father decided he wanted to remain a regular soldier and transferred to the Royal Army Pay Corps, the RAPC, known colloquially as the Royal Artillery Pension Club.

				It was in that role that he was posted to Egypt as part of the force guarding the Suez Canal and that’s where I came along on 4 March 1952. I spent my first year in Egypt, in a little place called Fayed, south of Ismailia, and it has left me with a lasting affinity for the country and people. Whenever I go to Cairo and elsewhere in Egypt today, they still say ‘welcome home’. They love that and so do I, and it does give me an entree in that part of the world. I am very much the tailend of that whole era; there are not many British people around these days who were born in Egypt at that time and that connection has given me a head start in my dealings with Arab countries.

				When we moved back to England from Egypt, we were housed for a while in a charming vicarage in Bemerton on the outskirts of Salisbury. But after eighteen months we moved to Devizes in Wiltshire and altogether more dismal conditions. Our family – my father and mother and, by now, four children – lived in what were classed as ‘married quarters’. In reality, our home was nothing more than a wooden hut with a felt roof. I can still remember how cold it was, and having to break the ice in the glass of water by my bed by poking my finger in it on a winter’s morning. It was tough living and it made me quite ascetic – and that was good for soldiering.

				I went to a little private primary school just outside Devizes, run by Lady Cowdray. Even at that young age I showed promise in English and history but I was never any good at maths. I was an adventurous five-year-old. I wanted to do things, so academic pursuits, such as sitting at home reading story books, took second place to escaping outside and riding my bike to places I wasn’t meant to go. I was fascinated by all things military. I remember once sneaking into a tank shed in Devizes and crawling around this huge camouflaged beast of a machine. Somehow I clambered up on to it and then promptly fell off, cutting my head. When I got back and told my mother what had happened, blood was pouring from the wound.

				I remember another lucky escape around that time. I was playing in the garden, jumping up and down on a manhole cover, when it suddenly opened, dumping me unceremoniously in the drain; but it closed again above me, leaving me in the dark. Looking back from our health and safety conscious world, it seems quite an astonishing moment. I was playing happily in the garden one minute, and the next I had disappeared. I was terrified and in shock as I tried to make sense of what had happened and started shouting for my mother. But no one could hear me. There was a little ladder and I climbed it, fearful that someone might turn some taps on or flush the loo and wash me away.

				My mother, noticing that I had disappeared, came out to find me. I could hear her shouting, ‘David, David,’ and I was shouting back but she couldn’t hear me. I think I was in the drain for about an hour.

				Eventually, she must have heard me shouting, ‘I’m down here,’ and worked out where I was. She panicked at that point and didn’t know how to open the manhole, so a neighbour came round to help and they got me out.

				When I was seven years old, life changed dramatically. My father was posted to Cyprus, then still a British colony. These were the tense years of the Cyprus emergency when Greek paramilitaries, determined on union with Greece, killed scores of British soldiers in terrorist attacks in the build-up to independence. My sister Sara and I flew there with my parents in a Second World War vintage DC4 aircraft, taking eight hours for a flight that today would take about three. We lapped up the sunshine, went to Army schools under armed guard and enjoyed swimming, water-skiing and learning to sail. It was a fantastic life and I learnt to ride there too – an enduring passion – on a little pony called Susie. We were at school in the mornings only, so the afternoons were just for play. Nick and Jan were, by this time, at boarding school and they would join us in the holidays.

				That experience of colonial Army life was definitely a factor in me later joining up. It was fun. We were clearly influential during a very difficult time for people on the island and for our own soldiers. I sensed that what my father was doing mattered. People on the whole were nice to us. They wanted us there, contrary to popular perception. They would say, ‘Don’t leave, there’s going to be awful trouble.’

				We moved back to England in late 1960 and after living in north London for a few years, during which time my father commuted to Horse Guards, my parents bought their first proper house. In 1963, when I was 11 years old, we moved into The Platts, a snug, fifteenth-century farmhouse situated in the rolling hills of the Sussex Weald at Bodle Street Green outside Herstmonceux. I loved it.

				To get to the house you had to go down a drive and you could barely see anybody else in any direction. We lived in glorious rural isolation. The house had been renovated but was hardly modernised by today’s standards; the bathroom could only be described as grotty. There was a huge inglenook fireplace in the sitting room, where I used to sit on the ancient settle and think about all the people who had sat there before me over the centuries, imagining what they were wearing and what they were doing.

				Having left a prep school in north London, I now found myself boarding for the first time at Ascham, the prep school for Eastbourne College. My first term there stands out in my memory, chiefly because of an incident when ‘Richards’ was – typically – breaking the rules and encouraging others in his ‘gang’ to do the same.

				We had sneaked into the gym unauthorised and unsupervised and I was showing off my vaulting ability over the wooden horse. Vault one went brilliantly. Vault two was a disaster. I fell off and heard a horrible crack as I landed. ‘I’ve broken my arm, I’ve broken my arm,’ I shouted to my disbelieving pals, who all scarpered and left me to make my way to matron.

				The route involved stairs on which I managed to trip. Without thinking, I extended my broken arm to take my weight and, in doing so, aggravated the break, pushing the broken bone through the skin. Then the pain really hit me. They gave me a couple of aspirin – as they did in those days – and I was whisked off to hospital.

				My mother was informed but the headmaster assured her there was no need for her to come rushing down to see her little boy, a decision she felt guilty about for the rest of her life. It was a nasty break and I remember hearing the doctors discussing it. ‘This is a bad one,’ I heard one say. I was in plaster for twelve weeks and still have a small scar on my left forearm for my pains.

				When it came to the all-important Common Entrance exam at the end of my two years at Ascham, I am ashamed to admit that I did a deal with Henry Wooton, who was great at maths but not much good at English or history. We sat next to each other in class and I agreed to show him my history and English answers if he showed me his maths.

				I ended up passing with flying colours and was pushed straight into year two at Eastbourne College. Our creative approach to the entrance exam was, it turned out, a chicken that came home to roost, as my performance over the next year failed to live up to the promise I had appeared to show. They worked me out pretty quickly and I was held back for a year to help me catch up.

				I enjoyed life at Eastbourne. I am one of those boring buggers who always say that school days were the best days of my life. It was great. I loved the institution. I liked the order. I had lots of friends and I liked some of the work. My main interest was sport, something that was exacerbated by a fairly disastrous decision prior to O-Levels to drop two of my favourite subjects – history and geography – in favour of sciences. This came about during an interview with my housemaster – one Keith Norman-Smith (a good man, known to us as ‘Bambi’) – in which I told him I loved horse riding and I was interested in animals. He concluded there and then that I should become a vet and re-ordered my studies accordingly.

				I was taking a completely wrong turn but that’s life. I remember I got the history prize that term and my history teacher was devastated when he heard I wasn’t going to carry on. So until after my O-Levels, academia and I were on slightly different planets.

				Norman-Smith did, however, have a more edifying influence on the young David Richards. At this stage in my life I was a bit of rebel and very much the leader of my own gang. I was a toughie but never vindictive, and I pushed back against institutional life, even as I rather enjoyed it. When I was 15, Norman-Smith read me the riot act. If I didn’t start putting my leadership skills to more constructive use, he may have to ask me to leave.

				I think at that moment it dawned on me that it was time to grow up. Not long afterwards I was made the head of my common room and eventually ended up being head boy and captain of rugby, playing in the first XV for my last three years. The rugby master, Robin Harrison, was a marvellous teacher, serious about his sport and intensely kind. Michael Birley, the headmaster, was an inspirational figure and even we boys realised we were lucky to be guided by him. He gave me the shock of my life when he told me that I was to be head boy.

				Another important influence was the Combined Cadet Force at Eastbourne. I joined when I was 13, in my first term in 1965, and loved it. I quickly realised that I had a flair for military things. I enjoyed the discipline and order but at the same time I liked the opportunity it gave us to use our initiative. I remember one exercise in particular. Our task was to grab a tin box that was being heavily guarded by a rival platoon. It supposedly contained some secret papers and I was put in charge of the squad with the ‘impossible task’ of getting hold of them. The master supervising us was convinced we wouldn’t succeed, especially since the group guarding the tin was bigger than the one trying to snatch it.

				I deployed all the other boys in my team to make a hell of a lot of noise as they attacked in one area while I sneaked in from a different angle and managed to grab the tin. One ‘enemy’ cadet, Nick Burnett, discovered me, ran after me and was very nearly catching me when I stopped and turned to confront him.

				‘You don’t really want to stop me, do you?’ I said to Nick. ‘We can get this exercise over now if you let me get away.’

				Nick thought about it but refused. So I hit him for his pains and, understandably perhaps, he never forgave me.

				I liked leading and I was already thinking of joining the Army. I had a big cardboard display on my wall on to which I had glued cut-out photographs of tanks and guns and all sorts of other kit, and I knew each one. I even wrote mini-pamphlets on military tactics and strategy. These were the ‘Richards Doctrine’ and covered subjects such as how to attack a position, the art of surprise and how to maintain the initiative. The Duke of Wellington caught my imagination, as did Field Marshal Montgomery, and I read Field Marshal Slim’s Defeat into Victory, which I thought was a fantastic book. The military life was clearly in my blood.

				At home during those years I lived a charmed existence. I would spend hours in the woods around our house, riding my beloved chestnut pony, Skylark, and playing soldiers. Sometimes I would ‘ambush’ Chilsham Lane, which ran between our house and Herstmonceux. I would push deep into the bushes in all the kit that I got from my father and I took pride in the fact that no one would see me as I watched the villagers making their way up and down the road.

				I was very good – by my own estimation – at patrolling and I would live out in the woods with my dog, Butch, a mongrel who spread his largesse around East Sussex. He was a lovely dog and my partner in crime. I would make my own basha, or shelter, in the woods and sleep in it with him.

				The other thing that was a great joke within the family was that I used to practise public speaking in the woods. I would make speeches to the trees and, in particular, I would imitate Winston Churchill. No one really knew about it until an uncle, who was staying with us, went for a walk one day and heard this seemingly disembodied voice declaiming among the trees. My cover was blown.

				My speeches were always about the social and political issues of the day. ‘The people of this country need to understand that I, and I alone, can bring the salvation they so desperately need . . .’ I would intone, adopting my best Churchillian delivery.

				But it wasn’t always Winston. I gradually developed my own voice as a speaker and I used to practise in the house at school. I would stand on the table in the hall as the boys came in from break. ‘Friends, Romans, countrymen,’ I would begin and then go off into an Eastbourne College specific issue of no doubt great interest to them, usually delivered in Shakespearean mode.

				I was obviously quite confident. I didn’t need lots of other people, and although I had plenty of friends and valued them, I never depended on them. I am still a bit like that now. I didn’t crave company and I spent most of my holidays on my own.

				After A-Levels – I had returned to first principles with English, economic history and history of art – I stayed on for the Oxbridge exams and made a half-hearted attempt to get into Cambridge. They didn’t want me. One university that offered me an interview was Bristol where I was asked by a bearded left-wing lecturer who knew of my interest in the Army, ‘Why should we educate you to be a better killer?’ Needless to say, that was the end of my interest in Bristol. In the end, I settled for law and PPE (philosophy, politics and economics) at Cardiff. I thought, ‘I’m Welsh and I have never even been to Wales, so why not give Cardiff a try?’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				TWO

				Learning My Trade

				After finishing school, I had planned to have a year off before starting at university, but little did I know that my Army career would start within a few weeks. I had gone to Malta with my mother for a short holiday, to stay with my brother Nick and his wife Carol who were posted there, when my father sent me a telegram asking if I would like to do the Regular Commission Board when I got back. I thought why not? The Board, now known as the Army Officer Selection Board, was a three-day assessment, testing, among other things, intelligence, leadership and physical fitness. And so in mid-January 1971, not quite 19, I attended the Board at Westbury in Wiltshire and was duly selected to be an officer.

				A new, nine-month, gap-year commissioning course, designed to fit between school and university, had just started up. I became one of the first recruits. It started with three weeks at the old – now defunct – Mons Officer Cadet School at Aldershot and that was followed by a week’s token gunnery course at Larkhill.

				I had decided to join the Royal Artillery. I wanted to become a gunner because my father had been a gunner, and although he then went into the Pay Corps, it was clear that his heart was with the gunners. Headstrong as I was, I didn’t like what I saw at the time as the pretence of some of the smarter regiments and I took a perverse pleasure in going into a not-very-smart but well-respected and professional organisation with its own esprit de corps. The Royal Artillery has old Etonians through to miners’ sons commissioned in its ranks and it seemed to fit in with my character. But I had to make a quick decision. People were trying to get me to join other regiments – the Green Jackets, the cavalry or the guards. I stayed with the gunners.

				That attitude is one that has stayed with me throughout my career. I like ordinary decent people, without affectation or side to them, so it is not surprising that I like soldiers. I have always felt at home in their company. My father used to say, ‘If you’re bogus, your soldiers will see through you in minutes and you’ll never recover,’ and he was right. My parents taught me to be at home with people of all backgrounds. Good army officers instinctively are like this. They don’t take themselves too seriously, are competent and professional but natural and friendly. Indeed my own motto has always been ‘relaxed but never casual’.

				Not long after I attended the course at Mons I was asked to write an account of my first weeks in the Army for the Public Schools Appointments Bureau News Bulletin – presumably to help encourage other leavers to think of joining the Army. Here is a flavour of how I captured my first days of learning to be an officer.

				On a windswept Saturday morning at the beginning of February I arrived at Mons Officer Cadet School to start a crash course in officer training. One quickly became accustomed to the life of the soldier, firing rifles and machine guns, reading maps, setting compasses, night patrols, and living in slit trenches. We did not do all these things well, but by the time we left we had somehow acquired enough knowledge of them (and even a grasp of minor tactics) not to let ourselves down when we joined our regiments. After three weeks at Mons, which earned us the name of Three-Week Wonders, we had a small unassuming parade and were officially in Her Majesty’s Army.

				Then I described the even shorter course I did at Larkhill.

				From Mons five of us who were commissioned into the Royal Artillery went to Larkhill for a week for an intensive course in gunnery. It was hard work during the day, but good fun. I left there with a basic grounding in gunnery, I knew which end the shell came out and could even calculate the data for the simpler shoots. That week also provided a friendly introduction to the Royal Regiment.

				My goal was to join the commando regiment of the RA, my brother’s regiment, but first I had to win a place. In those days, most young officers who went on the five week commando course – culminating in the notoriously tough week of physical tests, that finishes with a thirty-mile run over Dartmoor – would have done two years at Sandhurst and would have been preparing for it psychologically and physically for many months. I went down to Plymouth for the preliminary training for the course – known as the ‘beat-up’ – having left school just over two months earlier. No one seemed to know about the short-service limited commission I was on. As far as they were concerned I’d done two years at Sandhurst and I didn’t do anything to disabuse them. I must have had instincts that allowed me to appear more experienced and better trained than I actually was. I had no choice; it was sink or swim.

				I remember that journey to Plymouth. My father delivered me – he was still serving. I remember going through the imposing gates of the Royal Citadel overlooking Plymouth Sound and thinking, ‘Bloody hell.’ The men I was about to work with were tough. They were commandos and one or two of the older ones had been in the Second World War. But immediately I felt at home. I got a cheerful greeting from the soldiers on guard, and an early word of encouragement from the Regimental Sergeant Major, one Warrant Officer Class 1 Pat Arber, that was enough to send me on my way. ‘Look after the soldiers and they will always look after you,’ he said. It was advice I soon found to be spot on and have followed ever since. The commanding officer was Lieutenant Colonel Nigel Frend. Kind but tough, he was the sort of man I instinctively liked and respected.

				The Citadel is like a castle. Tourists are allowed to visit at certain times of the day. The officers’ mess was in an austere and imposing building, the upper storeys of which overlooked Plymouth Sound. The bedrooms were beneath the battlements but the day rooms had views over the Sound where warships lay at anchor. It was an evocative place, and I loved the strong feeling of history and tradition.

				You could hardly be expected to try to join the commando regiment without some sort of rite of passage. In Plymouth in those days the requirement was to prove your manhood by picking up a girl at what was colloquially known as the ‘Groin Exchange’. During the day this was actually the Plymouth Sailing School but on certain nights it turned into our favourite disco.

				There was I, just 19 years old, trying to get fit – very fit – but also having to prove my manhood and my ability to play hard and work hard. We would meet girls and then try to get them back to the Citadel. ‘Would you like to come back to my castle for a coffee?’ we would ask them cheekily. The soldiers would salute you smartly as you trooped back on your way to the mess. We did days of physical training and basic military training. We did ambushes on Dartmoor and spent countless hours out in the filthy weather in March, getting little sleep – we weren’t allowed sleeping bags. It was a tough three weeks but, at the end of it, I was considered suitable to go on the first available Royal Marine Commando course, starting at the end of March.

				It was my first real experience of army life and I was pleased to discover that I loved the company of the soldiers, and loved their humour. I was just one of them. Although, when we were not out on Dartmoor, I went back to the officer’s mess every evening and they went to their barrack block, in every other respect I was living with them and was treated just as any other soldier.

				At the end of March I moved to Lympstone in Devon – the Royal Marine Commando Training Centre. I thoroughly enjoyed my five weeks there. It was bloody tough – lots more training, lots of minor tactics, a lot more time spent on Dartmoor. Then the final week was the test week, including the Tarzan course of ropes, high ladders and beams and an assault course with a task called a ‘regain’ when you crawl on a rope across a pond while carrying your rifle. You have to drop your body down and then pull up and get back on top of the rope – all the while keeping hold of your rifle – and carry on moving along. There is a technique to doing it and I was good at it. I had good upper body strength. I was like a little monkey. This was followed by a timed speed march of nine miles with all our kit and then an endurance course that included going through tunnels in water and mud and a run back to Lympstone.

				The final part was the thirty-mile run over Dartmoor. Officers had to do it in under seven hours with full kit and that was quite something. We actually did thirty-six miles because the Royal Marine captain, who was in charge of our troop, screwed up his map reading – but we passed. I was completely and utterly knackered. As soon as we stopped our limbs froze solid. As I threw my pack down at the finish I felt an intoxicating mixture of exhaustion and elation, knowing that I had achieved my goal.

				It had been a gruelling experience but I had made it. The next day was the parade when I was awarded my green beret. I was a fully fledged commando. Less than six months after hanging up my hat as head boy at Eastbourne, I was – as far as those around me were concerned – a trained army officer with the rank of Second Lieutenant. I was on cloud nine. I felt I could take on the world and indeed it wasn’t long before I was on a plane. With five months left before university was due to start, and as the next part of the gap-year commissioning course, I was posted to Singapore. I left Lympstone on a Friday and drove home in my Mini. On the following Monday I boarded a VC10 to the Far East.

				In early 1971, British forces in Singapore were preparing to leave, following Harold Wilson’s decision to withdraw from major military bases east of Suez in the wake of Britain’s parlous economic plight of the late 1960s. This policy was partially rescinded by Wilson’s successor as prime minister, Edward Heath. I arrived in Singapore with conspicuously white knees and joined 7 (Sphinx) Commando Battery, part of 40 Commando Group Royal Marines, as it was preparing to return home. I was there for four months and it proved to be a hell of an adventure.

				I hadn’t really had time to get into the military way of life at all. I was still wet behind the ears, to put it mildly. When I arrived, I heard soldiers muttering about how ‘they’re sending ’em out young now’, but I was a commando and I was determined to hold my own. I was given a troop of thirty men to look after, administer and pay. We were gunners so we had guns – the 105mm Pack Howitzer. I was based initially at Dieppe Barracks on the edge of Sembawang airfield in the north of the island, on the way to the Causeway.

				We spent a lot of time in the jungle, including completing a jungle warfare training course, but I also played hard in Singapore, indulging in everything from sailing and swimming to officer’s mess film nights in the naval base and boys’ nights downtown. It was a fantastic life with echoes of Leslie Thomas’s comic novel The Virgin Soldiers, which was set in Singapore and published just five years before I went there. In short, I went from a schoolboy to a man in six months.

				A memorable moment was my first encounter with the Royal Navy. Shortly after arriving, I was waiting in the barracks for the commando group to come back from exercises in the jungle in Malaya. A small troop of naval gunfire forward observers was there, too, commandos from my own regiment. The troop commander, Captain Terry Lyons, asked me if I would like to join them on an exercise they were doing, and I was delighted to accept his offer. The next day, a New Zealand navy frigate took us to Pulau Aur, an idyllic little island in the South China Sea, off the east coast of Malaya. For three or four days I helped them direct naval gunfire on to targets located on a small island just off the main island. We spent the evenings living on a platform in the palm-covered hills overlooking the sea. It was quite a setting.

				When we had finished, a Royal Navy Leander class frigate came to take us back. The ship’s captain sent a long boat into the surf to pick us up. It was hugely romantic. Here was I, a young officer, wading through the waves of the sparkling blue South China Sea to get into a long boat. I couldn’t help thinking of the film Mutiny on the Bounty as we made our way into deeper water, a smart rating at the helm. We reached the stern of the warship and, as we walked up the immaculately maintained gangway, we were greeted by the second in command of the ship, holding a tray from the wardroom with silver mugs brimming with cold beer. For the first time – and I saw it on many subsequent occasions – the Royal Navy demonstrated that it knew how to do things in style.

				The battery commander in Singapore was Major Tony Bennett, whom I regarded as a bit of a god, so I had little to do with him. The officers who had the greatest influence on me were Lieutenant Phil Wilkinson and Lieutenant Peter Taylor. I shared a room with Lieutenant John Llewellyn, a hard-living son of a Southampton docker. Among the other characters was Sergeant Donegan, a Roman Catholic Ulsterman, who famously said to a local prostitute in reference to me, ‘I give you a boy, give me back a man.’ I can report that I went in as instructed but emerged, unbeknown to Sergeant Donegan, with my dignity intact. Sergeant Donegan was just one of many colourful soldiers who lived by the motto ‘work hard, play hard’. The list of great characters who so generously took this 19-year-old rookie into their midst included Warrant Officer Class 2 Sutton, Sergeants Hanking, Ravenhill and Kelly, Bombardier Wright and many more. There would be many others like them throughout my career.

				One of the things we always wanted to do was see the sun come up over Singapore’s notorious Bugis Street – the red-light district and home of the famous transgender prostitutes, the Kai Tais. More than once we did that, which meant a particularly hard night on the booze. The next day you could be in the jungle on exercise . . . so it was a tough life.

				That period in Singapore sustained me subsequently during many less stimulating and interesting times in my early career. It kept me going and made me loyal to soldiers – my goodness they looked after me.

				Back home in the autumn of 1971, it was time to be a student and to go up to Cardiff where I started reading law and then moved on to PPE. It was quite a shock to be an undergraduate after my early adventures as a young officer but, for the first time, I really clicked on the academic side. I worked harder than I ever had at school and, while I was no Einstein, I ended up with a good 2:1. I suppose I realised I was more able than I had considered myself to be at Eastbourne. I was dealing with subjects I found fascinating – political theory and particularly foreign affairs, comparative history, economic history and international relations. I even did criminology and interviewed murderers in prison.

				Before starting at Cardiff I had accepted a university cadetship that guaranteed me a regular commission when I left, and that came with a generous stipend. Now I was a wealthy undergraduate and didn’t have to pay anything for university. In return, I had made a commitment to serve for five years after graduating and was obliged to turn up in the summer vacations to 29 Commando Regiment, usually at the Royal Citadel in Plymouth. One summer I completed the parachute selection course and the parachute jumps course. Very proudly, I had a commando dagger on one shoulder and a parachute on the other.

				University gave me an opportunity to reflect on the course my life was taking and I came to realise that I could do things other than soldiering. I looked at everything from forestry through to joining the merchant navy, even becoming a journalist, but I felt a moral obligation to do my five years. I had had a hell of a good time in the Army until then and I felt I had to do what I’d said I would do. My father had retired by this time as a full Colonel. He and my mother were running a market-garden business on twelve acres of land at our home. He certainly didn’t push me into the Army. Even then he would have been quite happy for me to be a barrister or something else. But I was set on seeing my Army commitment through.

				I took a bit of stick at Cardiff, of course, being a young would-be army officer. But I could always handle it and I quite enjoyed playing up to my image. The University of Wales at Cardiff was quite a left-wing place in the early 70s, when students were in a more militant mood than typically they are today. Most of my pals had long hair. My concession to modernity was to grow sideboards, but even that was not for very long.

				One moment at Cardiff still brings a smile to my face. Everyone was chuckling and sniggering when I walked into a lecture hall and as I made my way to the back, where my friends were sitting, I noticed, scrawled all over the board, the words ‘Dave Richards is a fascist pig’. My fellow undergraduates were all looking at me as if to say, ‘F*** off, Richards.’ I think I laughed out loud. It was quite an honour. I got a lot of joshing like that.

				I got on well with the academics at Cardiff. Professor Paul Wilkinson, who became eminent in terrorism studies, was one of my tutors and we kept in close touch until his death in 2011. My lecturer in foreign relations, Dr Alun Jones, was also a big influence.

				It was during my time at university – and one of the best things about it – that I met Caroline. She was at art school in the city and I got to know her through mutual friends. I must have been incredibly off-putting to start with as I tried to bulldoze my way into her affections. Her first year was my last year and when I heard about this very attractive girl, I was determined to meet her. One of my friends, who knew her vaguely, suggested that we go round to her digs after the pub. So one night – and we’d had a few – we found the house and knocked on the door. It was about 10.30 p.m. and, as ever, I was gang leader.

				After a few minutes Caroline’s landlady opened the door with the immortal words, ‘Not too drunk, is it?’ which had us falling about.

				‘No, not too drunk,’ I assured her. ‘We’ve come to see Caroline.’

				‘Oh, she’s in bed,’ came the reply.

				‘Get her up,’ I said. ‘We’ve come to see her!’

				I must have been seriously the worse for wear because there was a dustbin outside the house and I said, ‘I’ll wake her up,’ and started banging on it, making a hell of a noise. Caroline, of course, was hugely embarrassed. The landlady was lovely – she knew the form. Unsurprisingly perhaps, Caroline Bond, as she was, wouldn’t play ball for three years but I always kept the hope of a relationship alive.

				So that was the sort of bloke I was. Looking back, I can see that I was a bit out of control. The discipline and structure of the Army, where you could channel your aggression, was good for me.

				After graduation, I attended a three-month post-university course at Sandhurst where I wore the green beret, which was pretty rare and certainly gave me extra profile. I came second to a cavalryman and friend, Tim Murray-Jones. I mention that because, tragically, he and another friend, who was also on the course, Mark Hunter-Jones, were killed eighteen months later in an avalanche while skiing in the Alps.

				After another short, young-officers gunnery course at Larkhill, I was posted back to Singapore. If my first visit there had been an eye-opener, this one was even better. This time I knew the ropes and had a little of my own history in the place to call on. I had a girlfriend – the daughter of the Brigadier – and a clapped-out car to get around in. I joined the 1st Light Battery, known as ‘The Blazers’, and once again my five-month tour came against the background of pending withdrawal. By that stage, Harold Wilson had returned to power and reaffirmed his decision to leave almost everywhere east of the Suez Canal. So, having taken part in farewell parades once, in 1971, I did so again four years later.

				Those days in Singapore, added to the earlier ones, were formative for me. I learnt to live cheek by jowl with soldiers under my command – in fact, probably closer to them than was wise. I would drink with them and so on, but somehow I managed to preserve the relationship that allowed me to lead them without any trouble. I learnt a lot about myself and I learnt a lot about soldiers during those days in the tropics.

				Then came my baptism of fire. Returning to 29 Commando, and specifically 79 Commando Battery, we were almost immediately posted to Northern Ireland. I swapped the heat and humidity of Singapore city and the adventure of exercises in the jungle for the delights of Flax Street Mill in the heart of west Belfast. The Troubles were still at their height and parts of the city looked like London after the Blitz. The place had a brooding and tense atmosphere. People hurried about their business without looking at others. After the colour of the South China Sea, this was like a grim black-and-white film.

				My battery had responsibility for the hardline Protestant area that surrounded the Ardoyne and the equally hardline Catholic enclave of Ligoniel. These estates were liberally daubed with graffiti – as many of them still are – some of it impressive artwork, although it mostly spoke of communal hatred. The redbrick walls, with their images of men in balaclavas carrying guns, were the 1970s version of the internet, a platform for propaganda where the paramilitaries communicated with their community, inspiring and intimidating them at the same time.

				Our main adversaries were the secretive Protestant or loyalist paramilitary group, the Ulster Volunteer Force. By that stage, they had already made a dreadful name for themselves, targeting Catholics and Republicans in bombings and shootings. We also had Republican terrorists to contend with – mainly the Provisional IRA – who were committed to driving British troops out of Ulster.

				This was my first serious soldiering and it was exacting for a young, inexperienced officer. Every time I went out on patrol, I didn’t know whether we were going to be shot at, and quite regularly we were. We’d gone from being the saviours of the Catholic population, when the Army first arrived in Belfast six years earlier, to being their enemies. I remember the first time I was spat at by a woman while on patrol and I was genuinely shocked. ‘What have I done to deserve that?’ I asked her, to which I got no reply, just a look of undisguised contempt.

				I started the tour as deputy ops officer, helping to run the operations room in the headquarters at the Mill. Then, very sadly, one of our troop commanders, Richard Hawkins, became ill and had to withdraw and I took on his responsibilities. From then on I was leading routine patrols, and for a while, we were expecting to be engaged every time we left the Mill. But our general training helped because a Northern Ireland-type environment had often been used as a setting. We got caught up in a couple of riots, but we didn’t have a major incident, even though British soldiers were being killed or injured elsewhere in the city.

				During that three-month period, we used our weapons probably on four occasions. Single ‘cowboy’ attacks were the norm, and you could never identify their source quickly enough to retaliate effectively, but there was never a moment on that tour when I thought, ‘This is it. I’m dead.’ It was my first time on active operational duty and I found I liked it. I liked the challenge and I was good in a crisis. I seemed to be able to think clearly. It didn’t faze me. The great thing is you are an officer and you rise to the challenge. You cannot show your fear because you are leading and you know it would be contagious if you did. That obviously helps you to control those instincts that we all have.

				I found that I could manage it – I could give orders under pressure and direct soldiers and it all clicked. Although I was never caught up in a major firefight, I had enough experience to feel confident that I could handle it, when it came.

				I left Belfast in January 1976 and went on a regular-officers’ gunnery course at Larkhill, which almost drove me out of the Army. This was a course designed to turn you into a gunnery instructor. Nothing could have interested me less. It was like maths at school all over again. I saw myself as an army officer – the generic officer – not a specialist gunnery expert. I didn’t prosper. In fact, I skipped quite a lot of it, going up to London for parties and leaving my good friend John Thomson to do my work. I’d get back the next morning and he’d show me what I was supposed to know.

				Having survived Larkhill, I returned to 79 Battery in Plymouth. After a few months, I was posted back to 7 Battery, with whom I had served in Singapore in 1971. By this time, the unit was based in Arbroath, on the Scottish North Sea coast, and was part of 45 Commando Group, the winter warfare specialists. I drove home to East Sussex and, after a weekend with my parents, drove north for twelve hours in Boris, my orange MG (it was the only one I could afford), stacked to the gunnels with kit.

				Our war role was to deploy to arctic Norway as part of the NATO reinforcement of the northern flank. Encouraged by our battery commander, Major Ronnie Young, this was another work-hard, play-hard environment. Autumns were focused on mountain training in Scotland, often on the Isle of Skye. Then, from January until late March, we were deployed to Norway, where I completed the arctic warfare course. I was promoted to Captain during my first year in Arbroath and was allowed to operate independently, running the guns.

				I was still pursuing Caroline and invited her up to the 1977 summer ball at Arbroath. It was here that I came up with a winning ploy. I have always been a keen horseman – although I know just one way to ride, which is flat out and undoubtedly bloody dangerous – and while at Arbroath I decided to start a saddle club. The problem was that we had no horses. I asked some friends in the Royal Artillery whether we could have a couple from Larkhill. Caroline was a good horseman, far better than I was, and I asked her if she would help me bring these two animals up to Scotland. That trip revealed her adventurous nature and helped convince me she was the woman for me.

				I employed Gunner Stone to drive the Land Rover, towing the horsebox, while I followed in my sportscar. The three of us set off promptly at six in the morning and all went well until the Land Rover broke down on the motorway near Morecambe, in Lancashire, fortunately at a layby. I went off to find someone to fix the engine and when I got back, I discovered a Land Rover and an empty horsebox and no sign of either Gunner Stone or Caroline. The next thing I see is the pair of them riding bareback over the fields and down the motorway embankment. They’d gone off to a nearby village to the pub. I have to admit I was flabbergasted and gave them both a good telling off. But Caroline had made a lasting impression.

				Back with 7 Battery, I had great fun on my two three-month trips to Norway. On both occasions I volunteered to be officer in command of troops on board the Royal Fleet Auxiliary (RFA) landing ship that transported our guns and vehicles. This was a three-day cruise across the North Sea and up the fjords. I love being in ships. I had my own cabin and was beautifully looked after by the Chinese stewards who ran the domestic side of RFA ships in those days. We sailed through spectacular, steep-sided fjords, flowing through craggy mountains with snow-capped peaks, and I would stand at the rail and watch Norway go by.

				Our destination was the town of Narvik, where we unloaded the ship. The battery was based in Beisfjord, a little village south of the town, and learning to cross-country ski on what were known as ‘Pusser’s Planks’ – named after the logistics officer in the Navy, who issues kit – produced hilarious scenes. The skis were pretty basic by today’s standards and the soldiers were generally hopeless to start with. Going downhill, most of them did not know how to stop except by falling over or crashing into trees. Morale was very high and all the laughter and mickey-taking didn’t detract from the serious business of learning to deal with the terrain.

				We were soon able to ski with packs on our backs, and graduated to skiing long distances with heavy kit on. At night we would build bashas under pine trees the bottom limbs of which were under the snow, so you would effectively have a snow hole that was surprisingly warm. We practised skiing at night, and something called skiawing, when a troop would be pulled behind an over-snow vehicle. That was great fun.

				I was commanding the guns and, once we had completed our basic individual training, we’d go on to collective training and take the guns out and fire them. The first year we had the 105 Pack Howitzer; then we upgraded to the new Light Gun, which had a much longer range. We moved the guns under Sea King helicopters. I was paid to have my own snowmobile – the best toy I ever had in the Army – and we would race and do jumps. Army life involves taking risks but it could also be a lot of fun – a word that we used a lot. I spent a lot of time in the company of Sergeant Major Proctor and Sergeant Dixon. Long nights spent in a tent with them and others were some of the most hilarious of my life.

				On our second trip we entertained a media party and among them was Peter Hennessey, now Lord Hennessy of Nympsfield, the distinguished historian of government, who was then a leader writer on The Times. This was my first encounter with a journalist. I got on very well with Peter – he is a friend to this day and we still chuckle about this – and he remarked on how out-of-date much of our kit looked. I agreed with him – you could hardly not, surveying our ancient skis, guns and vehicles.

				A few days later an article appeared in The Times saying what a vital role we were fulfilling but pointing out how poorly equipped we were. The hierarchy were not impressed and a big fatwa was issued, demanding to know who had been talking to the media without authority. I kept a very low profile for a few days until it blew over but the next year we were re-equipped. It was an early lesson about the power of the press and how you could circumvent a stubborn chain of command to get what you wanted.

				When I was faced with my first posting to Germany after Arbroath, it seemed like make or break time for Caroline and me and I asked her to marry me and come with me. This meant her giving up her new career as a medical illustrator at the Royal Marsden Hospital in London. Despite that, and although we were quite young, she said yes. We were married at her family home at Micheldever in Hampshire on April Fools’ Day 1978, just a couple of days after I got back from my final tour in Norway. Many of my Army friends came to the wedding, including a number of my non-commissioned pals like Sergeant Evans and Gunner Stone which made it added fun.

				We had five days’ honeymoon in a little hotel in Guernsey – that was all the regiment would allow me and I didn’t think of asking for more. Caroline, I can confidently report, didn’t have a clue that she was marrying the future CDS and nor did the future CDS know that there was any prospect of that sort of thing.

				Although everyone knew I was going to Germany, I was posted to Plymouth for four months, to be the commander of half of 79 Battery. The unit had been facing the axe but there had been a change of mind and I was sent down to try to resurrect it. The appointment was made by Lieutenant Colonel Brian Pennicott, the commanding officer of 29 Commando, who had been in Norway during that winter and must have been impressed by what he saw. This was a key moment for me, when I went from just living for the moment to starting to think that I may have a bit of career ahead of me in the Army. At the age of 26, I had sixty men under my command for four months.

				Pennicott (later Major General Pennicott) treated me seriously and set an outstanding example of leadership. He stunned me by grading me as ‘excellent’ and making me battery commander when there were more senior candidates available. I thought, ‘Bloody hell, maybe I’m better at this than I realise.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				THREE

				Cold War Warrior

				Brian Pennicott convinced me that I was a bit different and might have an army career ahead of me, and so I must go to Germany. ‘That’s where it’s all happening,’ he said. It was 1978 and the Cold War was still in full swing as the forces of the Western allies on one side of the Iron Curtain nervously faced those of the Eastern bloc on the other. The Army’s focus was on Germany. It was where the principal fighting formations were based. And Brian was right – if you wanted a career, you really had to go to Germany.

				So I agreed – reluctantly, because I didn’t want to go. I fought against it. I wanted to join 7 Parachute Regiment Royal Horse Artillery but there were no vacancies. I had been offered a posting to the ceremonial King’s Troop, which would have meant riding every day and enjoying life in St John’s Wood. But at the end of the day, you do as you are told and I realised I had to knuckle down. Funnily enough, I have never sought a posting during my career. I have always ultimately done as I’ve been told and I’ve never been disappointed.

				So I went to Germany with Caroline, posted as a Captain to C Battery Royal Horse Artillery, based at Gutersloh, which was a rather undistinguished place, midway between Dortmund and Hanover. The two big employers in the town were the white goods manufacturer, Miele, and the media conglomerate, Bertelsmann. To be frank, it was quite a boring place that had grown quickly after the end of the war, and we never felt any great affection for it.

				People might say that it was all rather arid soldiering in Germany at that time, but actually, at the lower tactical level, I found it exciting. We were out in the field training for much of the time, and for a while I had a troop of six armoured vehicles with about thirty-five soldiers under my command.

				Before I arrived, I wrote the traditional introductory letter – known in the Army as a ‘bread and butter’ letter – to the battery commander, Major Graham Hollands. I told him how pleased I was to be reporting for duty and how keen I was not to be given any job other than troop commander. It was quite necky of me. The point was I was trying to avoid being made BK, or battery captain, a largely administrative role in the battery headquarters. When I arrived, Hollands informed me that I was to command the Striker troop, affiliated to 1st Royal Tank Regiment, an experienced reconnaissance regiment, but only until Christmas – a busy and enjoyable four months away – and after that I was to take over as BK from the talented but slightly chaotic Barry Winfield, whether I liked it or not. In the end, I made that job my own and came to love it.

				Our role, in the event of an east-west war, was to move right up to the inner German border as quickly as we could, into what we called a ‘screen position’, and observe the Russians as they attacked. We were then meant to roll back into the defensive positions of the divisions behind. My job was to delay the Russian hordes for as long as I could using our Swingfire anti-tank weapons. I used to think I had about a ten-minute life expectancy should war be declared.

				I quickly saw that my prejudices about Germany and heavy armoured warfare, which, as a commando, I viewed as ponderous, were quite wrong. The reality was that you had to be fleet of foot and mentally agile with excellent communications. Indeed, if I hadn’t gone to Germany at that time, I doubt I would have ended up as CDS. It taught me a higher tempo of operating and how to work, not just as part of a brigade, but as part of a corps, even an alliance. This was a different type of soldiering with much greater demands on my intellect than hitherto. With this type of warfare and in this setting, you had to think.

				We went up to the border regularly, often in plain clothes, to have a close look at where we would deploy. We could see what axes Soviet forces would be attacking us on and design our defence accordingly. (In 1990, after the Cold War was over, I visited the East German Army’s bunkers in Potsdam. A big map on the wall showed many arrows pointing towards West Germany and I couldn’t help noticing one in particular – a bloody great arrow pointing right at the area where I would have been if war had started.)

				We used to conduct exercises in the field whereby the whole division would deploy within a certain period. Just occasionally, the whole corps – and indeed the whole NATO alliance, including Americans, Germans, French, Dutch, Danes and Belgians – would deploy. It was as impressive as it was ambitious. We would not manoeuvre in designated training areas but over open countryside and you would see tank after tank trundling through villages, and sometimes we would find ourselves staging mock fights inside villages.
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