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      Lieutenant Nick Richardson RN was awarded a Mention in Dispatches for Gallantry for his contribution during the Bosnia campaign. After leaving 801 NAS in November 1994 he served a two-year period on exchange with the RAF, where he was promoted to Lieutenant Commander. He returned to the Fleet Air Arm in 1997 and served his final tour of duty as senior pilot of 899 NAS, the Sea Harrier OCU. He remained current in Harrier flying in the Royal Naval Reserve until June 2000 and then joined BAE Systems as a Hawk QFI, serving in Saudi Arabia.

       

      In 2003, Nick hung up his ‘speed jeans’ for the final time and embarked upon his Airline career – starting with BMed and BMI flying A320 family aircraft out of Heathrow, before moving on to become the Base Captain in Prague for WIZZ Air. In 2013 he joined Emirates Airline as a direct entry Captain on the Airbus A330 and is now an A380 Captain, flying all around the world.
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      The yellowcoat’s hand changed from a balled fist into the signal that gave me my instruction to roll: fingers and thumb of the right hand splayed wide, the gesture held there in freeze-frame for a good long moment. 

      I felt Ark Royal heave as another big wave started to ride the length of her. The swell merged uncomfortably with the steel claw that was already raking its way through my guts. No matter how many times I launched off the deck of a ship, each time seemed like the first. Controlled bloody mayhem, rendered more interesting by a two-minute infusion of high-octane adrenalin.

      The Sea Harrier’s Pegasus engine was already belting out tons of thrust, but still I toggled the throttle for more. The aircraft bucked against the brakes and held there, its entire rear half hanging over the fan tail, with nothing but the height equivalent of a six-storey block of flats between me and the surface of the Adriatic. A little extra power never hurts at this stage if you want to keep from deep-sixing over the side. 

      Out of the corner of my eye I caught a glimpse of angry grey eddies and white foam whipped up by Ark Royal’s powerful screws, then the rear of the ship started to haul back up again. Never mind the yellowcoat. This was the real signal to move.

      I released the brake and eased the Sea Harrier forward. 

      The yellowcoat gave me a thumbs-up and pointed to the flight deck officer, the FDO, distinguishable by his white vest; my next point of contact. 

      I manoeuvred the aircraft down the tramlines, reached the 500ft marker and stopped. My wingman was visible in my mirror a respectable distance behind me.

      Five hundred feet between you and the ramp exit feels like nothing when you’re sitting in a fully loaded aircraft – a thin skin of aluminium wrapped around several tons of fuel, a quaking powerplant and several million quid’s worth of electronics. On this occasion, because of the high threat level, I had the additional weight of a 1,000lb bomb to contend with. Why we bothered, I couldn’t really fathom. No one had dropped a bomb on the Serbs yet. And if the UN carried on the way it was going – moving the goalposts every time Karadzic and his cronies pretended to step into line with UN resolutions – no one ever would. 

      The FDO was standing 30 feet to my right. He was holding his red flag in the air and the green one down low, his eyes fixed intently on the lights by the bridge that would tell him when he was clear to launch. Seconds from the signal, there was still one last big check I had to do. If the Pegasus was going to fail on me, I needed to know now. 

      I rotated the engine nozzles all the way down and spun up the power. The Pegasus’s fan is as wide as a big family saloon car and the noise that it throws out is deafening. Even with his ear-defenders on, the FDO winced visibly. 

      He was so close I could see the tautness of his expression and rivulets of spray on his face. The poor sod had been out here long enough for a thin crust of salt to form like fine powder on his cheeks and in little drifts in the corners of his mouth. Even though I was only seconds away from being launched across the tops of the waves, I knew where I’d rather be.

      The rule book said you needed to be registering 100 per cent or more as you thundered down the deck. After one second of roll, though, I was committed to launching whether I got full power or not. A carrier deck is a place of simple truths.

      The light on my instrument panel told me I was riding a good engine. I brought the throttle back to idle, rotated the nozzles aft, and then, almost immediately, shoved the power back up to 55 per cent. Ahead of me, I could see the bow starting to fall and the first licks of ocean swelling beyond the grey metal of the ship. Come on, I found myself willing the FDO as I risked a last glance at my flickering engine instruments. Let’s light the bloody candle. 

      I got my wish.

      I had a momentary impression of the lights changing below the bridge, then the FDO brought up his green flag. I slammed the throttle forward. There was a seemingly interminable pause as the Pegasus fought to reach full power. The sound of its screaming machinery filled the cockpit. I stood on the brakes and felt the vibration transmit through my feet into my body. The aircraft wanted to go, but not yet, I told it, not yet.

      I shoved the throttle to the stops and the power hit 100 per cent. The aircraft started to skid across the deck. I released the brakes and felt a giant boot in the back as 21,000lbs of thrust shot out of the nozzles and propelled the Sea Harrier forward. 

      The FDO and the bridge disappeared in a sickening streak of colour on the periphery of my vision. 

      A quick glance at the rpms, a minute adjustment on the rudder bars to keep the aircraft straight and I was heading for Ark Royal’s ski-jump at the speed of heat. For a brief moment it filled my vision: a grey mountain, almost indistinguishable from the sea beyond. Then I shot over the ramp, gasping as the aircraft, no longer supported by the deck, lurched towards the waves. 

      Before it lost all its ballistic energy, I rotated the nozzles 35 degrees and felt the cushioning downward thrust of the Pegasus as I clawed for airspeed. 

      Only when I heard the ker-klunk of the undercarriage as it folded into the belly of the plane did I relax my grip on the stick and tilt the Sea Harrier towards the Dalmatian coastline.

       

      Twenty minutes later, a crackle in my headset signalled I had a message inbound. The voice of the AWACS controller steadied on the ether. 

      ‘Vixen Two-Three, this is Magic from Chariot. Proceed to Italy and contact Fortune Zero-Five on TAD Three.’

      I acknowledged before I had absorbed all the information. My sixth sense must have already got the gist of it, though, because the hairs on the back of my neck were standing up. Something big was going down and we’d just flown into the thick of it. The exercise had switched to something infinitely more deadly.

      I checked my map. ‘Italy’ – codename for the besieged town of Gorazde – was 20 miles to the south-east of my present position, 10,000ft over the battered ruins of Sarajevo. 

      I banked the Sea Harrier and reached for the bundle of OS maps tucked under my left leg. 

      Keeping one eye on my instruments, I picked out the main map from the fan of charts, shoved those I didn’t need back under my thigh, then did a swift bit of one-handed origami to ensure that the folds of the main map took me away from the Sarajevo area and out over Gorazde. 

      My last move in this cockpit version of Twister was to open up my notebook – an aircrew companion known as the ‘green brain’ – at the page containing the authentication codes the forward air controller, the FAC, had to provide to demonstrate that he was genuine. 

      I looked up and saw the weather closing in. The cloud cover over Sarajevo had been intermittent, but the base of the dotted cumulus stacks had steadied at around 12,000ft. As I rocketed towards Gorazde, I found myself reluctantly forcing the nose of the aircraft down towards the 10,000ft mark. To see the target, I needed to stay below the angry wisps of grey steam vapour that seemed to be bunching over the target area. 

      I cursed under my breath. I was heading for SAM City and there was not a damned thing I could do about it.

      Before I had taken off, I had refamiliarised myself with the locations of Serbian SA-2 and SA-6 missile batteries. These were ancient but formidable Soviet-supplied surface-to-air missile systems – SAMs – with operating altitudes of 90,000ft and 50,000ft respectively. Because our intelligence was up to speed on the positions of these weapons it was easy enough to steer clear of them, but what the intel guys couldn’t plot, because there were just too many of them, were the Serbs’ man-portable air defence systems, or MANPADS, shoulder-launched missiles. On top of that, there was the Triple-A, anti-aircraft artillery. That was bloody everywhere, too. 

      Normally, neither the MANPADS nor the Triple-A bothered us that much, because we spent most of our time above their effective height range of 10,000ft. But as I watched my altimeter dip below the magic safe base height mark, I kissed all that goodbye. I’d just crossed into a very dangerous patch of sky.

      The green brain contained the codes that hooked me into the new frequency. Trying to read this shit as I’m thudding through the choppy air spinning up from the mountains below is like trying to read a telephone directory while driving round a pot-holed version of the M25 at 120mph. At last the numbers swam into view. I reached up and twisted five dials low down on my left-hand side. 

      ‘Vixen Two-Three. TAD Three. Go.’ I checked with my wingman that he was tuned in as we readied ourselves at the top of the switchback ride. 

      I’m a family man with three kids. I pictured them back home, savouring the sunshine of a warm, mid-April afternoon, or dodging the showers on a shopping run in the local town. This isn’t really happening, the voice in my head attempted. It’s just another alert. It’ll all be over by the time you get there, mate. You wait. You’ll see.

      Sixty seconds to target.

      ‘Vixen Two-Three,’ I checked with the wingman.

      ‘Two-Four,’ his reply crackled back.

      As a pair, a fighting unit, we’re locked and loaded. Now to make contact with the FAC.

      ‘Fortune Zero-Five, this is Vixen Two-Three.’

      There was a brief pause, then a voice burst in my ears: ‘Vixen Two-Three, this is Fortune Zero-Five. You’re loud and clear.’ 

      At the first attempt, I failed to get the necessary authentication off the guy. As I was wondering what the problem was, I heard what at first I took to be an irregular jamming signal, like a series of thumps. Then it started to dawn on me what was happening.

      ‘We haven’t got time for this shite, mate!’ the voice on the ground yelled in between more artillery bursts. ‘We’re getting bloody shelled here!’

      Through the head-up display, the HUD, I could now see a pall of smoke between the ground and the cloud base ahead of me. 

      ‘Authenticate, X-ray Yankee,’ I insisted.

      Three or four seconds ground by. The airspeed indicator was clipping 440 knots. The tension was killing me. 

      Suddenly, there was a crackle in my headset. ‘Bravo. It’s Bravo.’

      I heard several more bursts of shellfire. Then the FAC said: ‘We know there’s a tank or two above the ridgeline to the north of Gorazde. That’s what you’re gonna take out, mate. All right?’

      I grabbed the map and scoured the topography. A moment later I found it, a sharp divide between two alpine faces running north–south about 10 miles north of the besieged Muslim enclave. I was now down to only 8,000ft, right in the heart of the MANPADS and Triple-A envelope. 

      I shot over Gorazde, banking the Sea Harrier to the left. Columns of smoke were rising from the houses below, but in the still air it could have been wood smoke. It was not what I imagined at all. From my vantage-point, there was little discernible damage. 

      The ridgeline suddenly veered towards me. For a brief couple of seconds, it undulated and coiled below the aircraft. And then it was gone. I was out over the mountains again and pulling into a ‘dumb-bell’ manoeuvre that would bring me back again, this time from another direction. 

      As I hauled back on the stick, feeling the gs wrenching at my oxygen mask and sucking my guts into my boots, my brain tried to review every nook and cranny of the densely wooded topography I’d just seen. 

      ‘Vixen Two-Four, spot anything?’ I asked. 

      He was positioned 500 yards behind me and a little to the right, in strike formation. I was about 500 feet below the base of the clouds. He was a little higher. As wingman, his job was to watch out for me. Over this place, that meant keeping his eyes peeled for SAMs.

      ‘Negative.’

      I heard the disappointment in his voice. The FAC must have caught it, too. ‘We’re pretty bloody sure there are two tanks down there, mate,’ he yelled, hope in his voice. ‘Do you see ’em?’

      The ridgeline loomed large in the HUD again. I banked the aircraft and peered hard past the canopy glare. My eyes watered with the effort. 

      ‘Come on!’ the FAC yelled, incredulous when I told him I’d found nothing, ‘you must have seen ’em.’

      I elected to give it one last try. This time I pressed even lower, scanning the terrain feverishly as I tore towards the ridgeline. For a moment I could see nothing but trees. Then, quite unexpectedly, a plume of smoke broke through the branches.

      Instinctively, I made a minute course correction towards it and shot overhead. As I did so, I caught the unmistakable outline of an olive-green main battle tank. And then I spotted another. The second vehicle was on the move, sending a stream of thick, clogging exhaust into the air. 

      ‘Tally!’ I yelled. ‘Two T-55s.’

      ‘Tally!’ the wingman responded. He’d seen them, too.

      ‘That’s your target,’ the FAC announced drily.

      As we started pulling round, I asked to be ‘cleared live’ by Vicenza. This was the authorisation I had to have to drop the bomb. In the meantime I armed the fuse. I was in the middle of this instinctive routine when I heard Vixen Two-Four shout a warning.

      ‘Flares!’

      As I hit the countermeasures button to release the flares, I threw my head around, wondering if I’d catch a glimpse of the sliver-thin frame of the projectile as it slammed into the aircraft. Instead, I saw a trail of smoke rising vertically from the ground and disappearing into the cloudbase to my right. My relief was tempered by the realisation that the missile had passed between our two aircraft before I’d had a chance to react.

      The voice of the FAC was back in my headset. ‘Come on, man. We’re getting shelled to shit down here. Do something, for Christ’s sake!’

      I switched the HUD to ground-attack mode, lined up on the ridgeline and rolled the Sea Harrier into a dive. The tanks slid neatly into the middle of the sight. I pressed the accept button, waiting for the radar to range the distance between me and the tanks, but nothing happened. The diamond symbol that had flashed up with unfailing regularity every time I’d done it on exercise failed on the one occasion I really needed it to materialise.

      I hauled back on the stick and pulled into a 5g, 30-degree climb. I went into another dive, but the same thing happened again. Then Vixen Two-Four had a go. The same thing happened to him.

      I looked at my gauges. My fuel state was pretty iffy, but I was determined to have one last go. I approached from the north and went into the dive. Once again, the tanks were lined up perfectly in my sights. And once again I failed to get a radar lock. 

      I was pulling out of the dive, 30 degrees nose-up and feeling sick about the whole thing, when there was a massive bang beneath the aircraft and a violent jolt upwards. For a moment, the force that propelled me against my straps threatened to rip my shoulders off. Then, as a black curtain snapped around my head, there was a fearsome ripping noise, as if my brain and body had just parted company. I found myself falling into a cold place with a beguiling absence of sound. I was still falling when a flash of searingly bright light cut through the darkness, accompanied by an angry, grating noise that seemed to emanate from somewhere behind my eyes. 

      And then, suddenly, I was staring at a wall of flashing cockpit lights with the master warning horn going off in my ears. I’d been out for less than a second, but it felt as if I’d been to the end of the universe and back.

      The Sea Harrier was upside down and hurtling towards the ground.
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      When I reported for the shareholders’ meeting – a session colloquially known as ‘hairy shoulders’ – shortly before eight o’clock on the morning of 5 January, it was situation normal: no one had told us anything about anything, even though we already knew something was up. Over the Christmas and New Year break, the TV news bulletins had been full of stark images of the conflict in Bosnia following the collapse of the latest round of EU-sponsored peace talks two days before Christmas. The Serbs had been shelling Sarajevo repeatedly, in blatant contravention of the seasonal ceasefire, and fighting between Muslim and Croat forces in central Bosnia had also escalated sharply. As a result, the rumour-mill at Royal Naval Air Station Yeovilton had gone into overdrive. We were, it was said, poised to sail at any time.

      Like so many other people, I didn’t begin to understand the centuries-old tensions that had led to the war in the former Yugoslavia, even though I had already been closer to it than most. In the first six months of the previous year I had been deployed with 801 Naval Air Squadron aboard HMS Ark Royal, one of three Invincible-class aircraft carriers operated by the Royal Navy, in the Bosnian theatre of operations. 

      In strictly operational terms, it had been a pretty good waste of our time. Even though the pilots and Sea Harriers of Naval Air Command were the only force in the UK trained for the entire spectrum of air-combat operations – for air-to-air, air-to-ground and reconnaissance missions – for six months we had been relegated to combing the waters of the Adriatic for the low-key threat posed by the former Yugoslav Navy. 

      The deployment from January to June 1993 had been about showing our face alongside those of the French and the Americans. And now it looked like we were about to go through the motions all over again. 

      While I was all for doing my duty, I looked forward to the prospect of another stint in the Adriatic, scanning the waves for ancient Croat and Serb torpedo boats and the odd armed trawler, with less than my customary relish. My wife, Yvonne, was due to give birth to our fourth child within the month, and the law of probability said it would not be an easy birth. Alexander, our second child, had come into the world still-born and James, our first, had been delivered in a difficult Caesarian section. Little Hannah had arrived without complication, but the trauma and loss associated with the births of her two brothers were still with us. 

      As I sipped my coffee outside the shareholders’ meeting room, listening to the banter among the other pilots, I confess that it was these family matters that preoccupied my thoughts. It was hard to concentrate on flying, let alone on events taking place in Bosnia.

      Every day began with a ‘hairy shoulders’ meeting. It was the moment when we discussed the upcoming business of the day and received vital meteorological and air-traffic data. On this particular morning, there were some grumbles of dissent about the fact that our new boss, Mel Robinson, had moved the meeting from 0830 hours to 0801 hours in corny if well-meaning homage to the title of the squadron that had just fallen under his command. Rob Brunswick, known as Beasty, was stumbling around lamenting the extra half-hour he could have spent in bed and muttering darkly about what he would do to Mel if he ever caught him in his gunsight. 

      A minute or so before eight o’clock, Smitty, the senior pilot – always known as the Splot – ushered us into the shareholders’ meeting room, where chairs were laid out for the nine pilots and assorted squadron regulars who are integral to the day-to-day business of keeping eight Sea Harrier FRS1 combat aircraft in the air.

      Ranged along the front row, just in front of the overhead projector and the briefer’s lectern, were the five people crucial to this operation. They were the CO, Mel; the Splot, Smitty; the air warfare instructor or AWI, a guy called Henry Mitchell; the operations officer or ‘Opso’, me; and the air engineering officer, or AEO. The AEO, who is responsible for the airworthiness of the Sea Harriers and is known as Big Engines, rarely goes anywhere without his sidekick, the deputy AEO, or Little Engines. Little Engines sat just behind him in the second row.

      As I settled into my seat, I was nudged by Dave Ritchie, a pilot who had come up through the system with me, from the helicopters we’d started out on all the way to the élite fixed-wing seat we now occupied. Dave was known as Deke, a gentle corruption of the initials DQ. Deke doesn’t like this to get around, but DQ stands for dancing queen, on account of his extraordinary gyrations on the dancefloor.

      ‘Christ, would you take a look at him,’ he whispered as Smitty walked past. I hadn’t noticed it before, but our senior pilot was hobbling. ‘I don’t suppose that would have anything to do with the fact that we’re about to be informed we’re heading for a bloody war zone.’ I turned to see a wicked smile on Deke’s face. Smitty, it had to be said, was not in the running for the most popular guy on the squadron. 

      The Splot is central to the smooth running of the unit. It is he, through his close collaboration with Big Engines, who ensures the safe running of the squadron in the air. The Splot is responsible to the CO for all the flying we do and devises our week-in, week-out flying schedule. Having been fortunate enough to have been picked for the Navy’s top flying job, we are accorded a fair amount of freedom. But if we start to go off the rails, it is the Splot who whips us back into shape – and, with luck, before the CO ever gets to hear there’s been a problem.

      But in Smitty’s case, for some time it had been apparent that he’d been bending the rails to suit him, not us. With flying hours ever scarcer due to the post-Cold War budget cuts handed down from Whitehall, we needed all the time in a Sea Harrier we could get. Yet somehow, Smitty, the guy in whose hands this allocation rested, always seemed to get twice as many hours in the air as the rest of us, and it did not endear him to us. In the nine months I’d been working for Smitty I’d also learned the hard way not to confide my innermost thoughts to him, as they often had a nasty habit of bouncing back at me from some quite unexpected quarter. 

      So, all in all, if Smitty had a back problem, I’d be sorry for the guy, but I wasn’t going to lose any sleep over it. I didn’t have time to ponder the mystery of Smitty’s limp any further, however, because on the dot of one minute past eight he called us all to rise for the CO. A second or two later, Mel Robinson breezed in. 

      Everybody liked Mel and few doubted that one day he’d go all the way to the top. He’d certainly amassed ticks in all the right boxes to make rear-admiral. Mel had started out as a Sea Harrier pilot, but had transferred as a lieutenant at the apogee of his flying career from the ‘supplementary list’, the personnel pool to which pilots and other non-seafaring oddities get attached, to the ‘general list’, that part of the Royal Navy reserved for pukka seafarers. Supplementary list careers are capped at lieutenant commander, but general list types can go all the way. 

      As his penance for deserting the aviation community, however, fate had handed Mel some pretty rough commands, forcing him to earn his bridge watchkeeper’s ticket on vessels that routinely slogged along at 15 knots – a far cry from the 450-knot cruising speed of a Sea Harrier. After a few years Mel’s need for speed must have been too great, because following a short refresher course on the Sea Harrier, he was back with us at Yeovilton. Mel was a straight, cool bloke who commanded great loyalty from all of us. If the shit was going to go down, I was glad he was in charge.

      For the first ten minutes it was business as usual. There were met briefs and air-traffic control briefs and then Big Engines and Little Engines ran through the availability of the aircraft, giving details of the technical problems that would keep some of them on the ground that day. 

      While all this was going on, I glanced occasionally at Mel, two seats to my left. I tried to read his expression, but the CO wasn’t giving anything away. I should have known better from a man who was the self-styled squadron supremo at spoof balls, an absurd game, usually played for drinks in the mess after dinner, in which you have to guess the total number of marbles that are being held in the hands of the participants. Each pilot has three spoof balls in his possession, allowing for a total of twenty-seven if all nine of us are taking part. The game, like its better-known counterpart using coins, is simple enough, except you’re not allowed to pitch in a number that’s already been offered from the floor and if you do, you’re automatically back in the pool. It’s largely a game of luck, of course, with some memory skill thrown in, but for Mel it’s a deeply personal thing and he throws his all into winning. At his turn, he’ll cock his head, stare intently at each clenched hand, suck his teeth a little, and then, following a moment in which you think he’s just carried out some highly complex calculation, call out his guess in an intense and sombre tone, like a judge informing a petty criminal how many days he’s about to receive in jug. 

      I could sense the eagerness of every man in the room to know, one way or another, what the hell was going down, but the military is ninety-nine parts bureaucracy to one part action and occasional sheer bloody terror, and ‘hairy shoulders’ operates at its own set pace irrespective of anything that may be happening in the outside world. So before we found out whether we were sailing for war, we needed to clarify whether there were any divisional issues that needed attending to. 

      Each officer had divisions of ten men and women from the ranks in his charge and to these people, many of whom were straight out of school and away from home for the first time, he was expected to act as surrogate father, confidant and guide. On this occasion, so soon after our return to the air station, none of us was yet apprised of the inevitable problems that had arisen over the Christmas break. But I braced myself for the usual diet of family and financial difficulties, exacerbated, as they are for us all, by the pressures of Christmas and the New Year.

      At long last, the CO got to his feet. After all the preamble, his words might have come as an anti-climax, but the sense of anticipation had not dissipated and Mel, the spoof ball king, milked it to dramatic effect. He stood ramrod straight, looked at each of us in turn and tapped the side of his nose with his forefinger, as if he were trying to probe exactly what we knew.

      ‘I’ve heard all the banter, so you obviously know that something is going down,’ he said, adopting a magisterial tone. ‘You’ve seen the same images I have on the news and so what I’m about to tell you won’t come as any major surprise. For your information, however, I’ve had a signal that Ark Royal will be sailing for the Adriatic and that we’ll be going with her. I’ve had no specific date yet, and no specific instructions, but you should count on the fact that we’ll be heading for the Med soon – probably in about a week’s time.’

      He paused for a moment before continuing. ‘I’ve got ultimate faith in you and in your professionalism. I know you’ll do a great job in the Adriatic. I know you all pretty damned well and I consider it a great honour to be going into war with you. But this situation has cropped up at short notice and we’ve all got a lot of work to do before we can declare ourselves ready in all respects to go to theatre.’

      His last remark was directed primarily at Smitty, Henry Mitchell and me. As Splot, air warfare instructor and Opso respectively, we were the individuals on whose shoulders most of the preparations fell. My mind worked quickly to try to compute where we’d need to direct our training in the little time we had left before we were declared to the coalition force assembled off the Yugoslav coast. 

      Aside from our one week on land, we’d also have some preparatory time on board Ark Royal before we arrived in the Adriatic. We were fairly up to speed on the air-to-air portion of the Sea Harrier’s three-pronged role as we’d practised the air defence mission pretty much exclusively since our return from theatre six months earlier. But without the ‘spins’, those ‘specific instructions’ telling us what would be required of us when we got to the Adriatic, it was impossible to know on what to concentrate our precious training time. Nonetheless we couldn’t afford to sit twiddling our thumbs and waiting for news.

      I was still pondering this conundrum when the meeting broke up and the three of us assembled in Henry’s office for further discussion. As AWI, it was Henry’s responsibility to formulate all our air-combat tactics and to determine what munitions we’d need to take with us on board Ark Royal. The nature of their jobs – plotting moves and manoeuvres designed specifically to kill the enemy in the air and on the ground – means that AWIs need to be fairly aggressive individuals and Henry was no exception. His favourite expression was ‘fucking one-eye’, directed with feeling towards anyone who prevented him from fulfilling his duties. More often than not, it was some unfortunate ‘fish-head’ – a naval aviation term for RN personnel who serve on board ships – who bore the brunt of his venom. 

      Henry was also a man of prodigious musical talent, especially on the piano, and this would be utilised in the mess after dinner for colourful renditions from the squadron songbook. His speciality – one that required infinitely more skill than at first seemed obvious – was off-key dirges punctuated with bum notes and facial contortions in the manner of the late Les Dawson.

      ‘Bloody typical,’ Henry bristled, his face reddening under his fair hair. ‘No spins yet. So what the hell do we do? You know what it’s like once we get on board ship: the moment the bloody fish-heads get their hands on our jets, they don’t want to let us off again.’ Henry continued to rant, pacing up and down and paying little attention to either Smitty or me. ‘It’s always the way, but it drives me nuts. As Mel so rightly observed, we’ve got a lot of work to do before we’re ready.’ 

      He paced on, chin in hand, for a moment or two, then he looked at me. ‘Nick, when was the last time you did any steep-dive work?’

      I told him it was about a year ago. I could see which way his thoughts were heading. We would be in the Adriatic in three weeks’ time, four at the most. If things stuck to their traditional pattern, we could be arriving on station still with no real direction from the top brass on the specific nature of our mission. That gave us less than a month to prepare for all eventualities. We were fairly proficient in the air-to-air role, but in air-to-ground the squadron was most definitely lacking. 

      Steep diving was about the most demanding aspect of our air-to-ground work. It was a bombing method we relied on for delivering our trusty old ‘iron’ bombs – bombs that did not rely on any form of ‘smart’ guidance – on to the target. The steeper the dive, the higher you could release your weapons. If we were ever called to account in the former Yugoslavia, our bombing height would be critical, since the place was supposedly awash with man-portable air defence systems and Triple-A, venerable anti-aircraft artillery. Triple-A was a throwback to the Second World War, but it had cost the Royal Air Force dearly during the campaign against Saddam Hussein in Iraq in 1991. As a general rule, if you stayed above 10,000ft, you kept yourself outside the MANPADS and Triple-A engagement envelope. Knowing exactly when to pull out of the steep dive over a place like Bosnia could well prove the difference between life and death.

      The trouble was, steep diving required a lot of practice – and over land, not sea. And between Portsmouth and the Adriatic, with one notable exception, land was going to be in pretty short supply. The exception was Decimomannu in Sardinia, an air-to-air and air-to-ground weapons range which was the closest thing to the US Navy’s famous ‘Top Gun’ school NATO had this side of the United States.

      ‘Do you think you could work out the logistics of booking us into Deci en route to the Adriatic?’ Henry asked me between pacings. ‘If we fly off the carrier somewhere close to Gib, we could get maybe a week’s worth of practice on the ranges there and still arrive on station just about on schedule. Ark Royal’s captain isn’t going to like it, but we’ll have to persuade him that the risks of not doing it are too great. I’m thinking particularly of the newer squadron members, people like Mowgli and Beasty. Without some serious steep-dive practice at Deci, they’ll get creamed. Shit, maybe we all will. So, see what you can do, eh?’

      I told him I’d get on to it straight away. In my mind’s eye, I could already see the magnitude of the task ahead. Basically, it entailed flying the Sea Harriers off Ark Royal as the carrier neared the Straits of Gibraltar. A quick refuelling stop in Gib and then we’d be off again, destination Sardinia. The distance involved would necessitate a top-up en route and that meant air-to-air refuelling courtesy of the Royal Air Force. As Opso, organising all of this was my responsibility. The interesting bit would be at Deci itself. Deci was one big war-gaming operation, with whole areas set aside for air-to-air and air-to-ground work. From what we had just agreed, it looked as if we’d want to spend most of our time over the bombing range at Capo Frasca. I made a mental note to inquire about availability on the air-to-air range – the dogfighting facility – while I was about it. Something at the back of my mind told me we might need it.

      Henry turned to Smitty, who had just lowered himself awkwardly on to a chair next to me and was now performing a one-handed massage on the lower part of his back.

      ‘Splot, is there any chance we could work up a decent idea of the threat? Chances are nothing’s changed since the ’93 deployment, but the picture is confusing out there and, well, you never know.’

      Smitty grunted. It was interesting to watch the shifting relationship between these two key players on the squadron. With Smitty’s back playing up the way it appeared to be, I could see the way things were drifting. Smitty was still the boss when it came to all matters aerial on the unit, but to look at him now, all quiet and subdued, it was almost as if he had wiped himself out of the picture already. 

      ‘From memory, the Serbs are using MiG-21s in the air intercept role and Galebs, Oraos and a mixed bag of helicopters for strike and close air support,’ he said. ‘But for the details, I’ll get Beasty on to it.’

      We found Beasty outside the briefing room engaged in some banter with three other pilots, Oz, Shaggy and Deke, about how many kills you required to become an ace. The mood among the pilots – young, predominantly single guys with little in the way of family ties – was bright and breezy. It was twelve years since the Falklands, British naval aviation’s finest hour since the Second World War, and the guys were eager for action. I confessed to feeling a ripple of excitement myself, but from a markedly different perspective. I was thinking about what I was going to tell Yvonne, eight months’ pregnant and with our two small children in tow. Word of the deployment would already be travelling like wildfire and I wanted to be sure she heard it from me and not from anybody else. 

      I picked my moment during a lull in the preparations, jumped in the car and drove home. I was due in the cockpit for an air combat manoeuvring sortie against Deke at three, but if I put my foot down, I reckoned I could be back on the base soon after lunch, before anyone had really missed me. 

       

      There is no good way to break the news to people you love that you’re heading for a place from which you might never come back, but during the drive home this did not stop me from trying to find a form of words that would soften the blow. I was still wrestling with this impossible task when I pulled up outside the house we had bought in a village close to the base.

      I got out of the car and crossed the road. Sunlight glinted off a fine layer of dew lining the roofs above the main street. From somewhere, I could smell wood smoke. As I placed the key in the lock of our front door, the silence of the Somerset countryside was broken only by muffled sounds inside: the dull clank of activity as Yvonne moved around the kitchen, a low burble from the TV. 

      Then my ears pricked to a new sound: a Sea Harrier climbing away from Yeovilton on a training sortie. I could still hear it as I stepped into the house and shut the door behind me. 

      Yvonne was standing in the kitchen, her back to the window. With the light behind her, I could not see her face, but she could clearly see mine. She took a step towards me, then stopped. ‘You don’t have to say a thing, Nick. All I really need to know is how long we have before you leave.’

      It took me a moment to gather myself. ‘Who told you?’

      ‘The TV’s been full of it all morning. Bosnia this, Bosnia that. No one told me. I just knew.’ She half turned and I saw that she’d been crying. ‘The look on your face when you walked in didn’t help.’ She managed a half-smile. ‘Never get captured, Nick. You’d be lousy under interrogation.’

      ‘Ark Royal’s got to be in the Adriatic by the end of the month,’ I told her. ‘We sail in a week’s time.’ 

      Yvonne passed her hands briefly over her stomach, feeling for the baby. She told me she’d seen pictures on the lunchtime news of a young Muslim woman, heavily pregnant, dodging a sniper’s bullets in Sarajevo. At that moment something had told her that I wouldn’t be spending much of 1994 at Yeovilton.

      ‘Why you again?’ she asked, after a long silence. ‘Last year, they hardly used you at all. You were bored. And pissed off, I seem to remember.’ 

      I struggled to decide what to tell her. It was obvious to me that FONA – Flag Officer Naval Aviation – would not have pushed for this deployment if we were simply going to be used for another round of hunt-the-fishing-boat; that the only reason we would be going to the Adriatic so soon after our last excursion was because someone high up the UK chain of command had hinted that, if it came to a fight, we would be among those seeing action. 

      But this wasn’t the moment to talk about such details. ‘I should think it’ll be much of the same this time,’ I tried.

      She touched my cheek. ‘Thanks, Nick, but you’re also a terrible liar. The kids and me will be fine. Just look after yourself, OK?’ 

      The conversation had been punchy and terse, but I knew she meant what she said. It didn’t make it any easier, but at least it had broken the ice. 

      Over lunch, we discussed anything but the deployment. Naval wives are part of a close-knit community and I knew that our friends would rally round to ensure that Yvonne was well looked after while the squadron was away. I’d been at sea for so much of our married life that Yvonne and I slipped into a well-rehearsed routine. For the sake of the children as much as for ourselves, we decided to make the best of the little time we had left together. 

      An hour and a half later, I was cruising at 24,000ft in the cold blue somewhere above the Bristol Channel. Ground Control had just vectored me on to Deke’s Sea Harrier and I was head down over the scope waiting for the moment when I picked him up on radar. An air-combat manoeuvring sortie was normally something I relished, but today I couldn’t shake from my mind the image of Yvonne in the kitchen, staring at me, cradling her stomach. 

      Maybe it would have been better if we’d said all the things that we’d held back from saying over lunch. I’d been around for less than six months of the previous year while our two kids had been growing up, and now it looked as if I wouldn’t see our third until he or she was crawling across the living-room floor.

      High on the centre of the scope, I caught the first faint image of a radar return.

      ‘Judy, Judy,’ I called over the radio – the signal to Ground Control that I had acquired Deke on my radar. 

      I checked along the wings for the snub nose of the dummy AIM-9 Sidewinder missile that we carry on ACM sorties like this. The ‘pod’ is an AIM-9 tube with a fully representative seeker in the nose, but, lacking the rocket motor of a real missile, it never leaves the wing. When its infra-red sensor picked up the heat source of Deke’s jet, it would give me all the cues I would get from a real AIM-9, culminating, I hoped, in the growl in my headset signalling that I had him ‘locked up’. 

      For the purposes of the exercise, the first pilot to lock on to his opponent and call ‘Fox Two’ – Sidewinder missile kill – was the winner. Depending on how things went, we normally expected to carry out five or six individual dogfights in an hour. The limiting factors are exhaustion brought on by lengthy exposure to high-g manoeuvres – manoeuvres in which, if the turn is tight enough, your body can end up weighing almost seven times its normal weight – and, of course, fuel state.

      Within seconds, I had acquired Deke visually, a tiny glint in the pale band of sky between the curvature of the earth and the black expanse of space beyond. In another second, we were on each other and I was hauling back on the stick, grunting against the onset of g, as we went into the fight. 

      The inflatable bladder in the upper part of my g-trousers kicked me in the stomach as the turn tightened. It might have stopped all the blood in my upper body from draining into my boots, but I still felt myself mushing towards g-induced loss of consciousness, which we call g-loc, as I fought to keep Deke off my six o’clock position. After the excesses of Christmas, everything bloody hurt.

      Seconds later, we were in a spiralling right-hand turn and still pulling a hideous amount of g. I knew that Deke was right on my tail and getting closer, narrowing the angle on me, eating into my six. 

      I cursed into my oxygen mask. All my co-ordination was out. The hairs on the back of my neck prickled as I sensed the tail of my aircraft pulling into the viewframe of Deke’s heat-seeking AIM-9. To stand any chance of getting away from him, I had to tighten the turn. But try as I might, it wasn’t happening. 

      I had pinpricks of pain all over my upper body as blood vessels popped under the pressure of the turn. Ahead, I could see only a narrow stretch of horizon as the edges of my vision began to grey out. 

      And that was when I lost it. In a moment of apparent clarity, I felt I knew how to outwit Deke, but it turned out to be the worst thing I could have done. When someone is chewing into your six o’clock position in a hard and sustained turn, you never, ever reverse the turn by rolling out of it. Yet that’s precisely what I did; and the moment it happened, sense got the better of me, because I realised I was dead.

      ‘Fox Two,’ I heard Deke call, a mixture of surprise and relief in his voice.

      I felt sick with disgust at my performance. ‘Roger. Terminate, terminate,’ I announced, almost spitting out the words. I knew there was no point in continuing. Any attempts on my part to get back at Deke would simply be a waste of fuel. We might as well head home.

      As soon as we landed, taxied and switched off, I jumped down from the aircraft and headed for a place where I could have a quiet smoke prior to the debriefing. I was in the shadows of the squadron office, pulling on my second cigarette and wincing at the memory of the fight, when I heard footsteps behind me. I braced myself for a string of insults as Deke followed up the success of his engagement with a homily to his own flying skills and a poke at mine. 

      But Deke and I went back a long way and I guess he knew when it was OK to lay on that particular piece of Top Gun panto and when it was time to ease back.

      ‘Did you go and see Yvonne this afternoon?’ he asked me.

      I nodded.

      ‘How did she take the news?’

      I looked up at him. ‘Surprisingly well.’

      ‘Then what’s the problem, Nicko? I’ve never known you to make a fundamental error like that.’

      I threw the cigarette on to the ground and stubbed it out. ‘I’m just not sure I should be going to theatre right now. The baby’s due in a month and I’m trying to put it all in focus. You know, kids, career, wife, flying – the whole shebang.’

      ‘In six months’ time, you’re going to look back on this moment and wonder what the hell you were worrying about.’

      ‘Right. But the Yugoslavs aren’t the Iraqis, Deke. They’re good. Read the threat reports.’

      ‘Nicko, this is what we’ve trained for all our professional lives. This is the whole damned reason you and I joined the Fleet Air Arm, isn’t it?’

      ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘It is.’ 

      Deke paused, then said: ‘If anyone had asked me yesterday, I’d have said you’d be the one making this speech and I’d be the guy in your shoes. Yvonne and the kids will be fine, Nick. Stick to worrying about yourself – and us – and you’ll be fine, too. We’re the best damned pilots this country has, and we’re good at looking out for each other. The Serbs aren’t going to know what’s hit them. Trust me.’

       

      At midnight, an hour after I had lapsed into a fitful sleep, Yvonne nudged me in the ribs. At first, I was not wholly inclined to believe what she was telling me. There was another month to go before anything should be happening, I stammered blearily. But Yvonne, who’d had three more kids than me, and was more than fed up with carrying our fourth, told me that the contractions were real and gathering in intensity. If I didn’t want to be delivering the baby myself, she suggested with a forced grin, I’d better start getting the car warmed up.

      We left the kids with neighbours and drove hard for the hospital in Taunton. Within an hour, despite initial fears that she’d have to undergo an emergency Caesarian, Yvonne gave birth naturally and we had a new baby boy: Kristian Alexander. But he was dangerously premature, weighing in at a mere 4.5lbs, and almost as soon as we had had our first look at him he was rushed off and placed in an incubator. For the next few days it would be touch and go, the doctors told me. After the trauma of Alexander’s birth three years earlier, Yvonne and I felt shattered.

      I stayed with her as long as I could, but by daybreak, all she really needed was rest. And as Kristian was in the full-time care of the hospital staff, there wasn’t anything I could usefully contribute by hanging around. Yvonne’s mother was already on her way down from her home in the Midlands to look after James and Hannah. For one unnerving moment I felt like a lone navigator adrift in the eye of a surreal storm. As I walked out of the hospital and into the bright sunlight of a crisp, blue January morning, I looked desperately for something to cling on to.

      With the sailing so soon and plenty to do to prepare for it, I found myself driving on automatic pilot back to the base. The plan was for the Sea Harriers to join the aircraft carrier a few hours out of Portsmouth, somewhere in the English Channel, as she steamed for Gibraltar. It wasn’t just a matter of deploying the eight jets. Everything the squadron needed would have to be in place by the time Ark Royal slipped her moorings in Portsmouth in six days’ time. That meant not only bombs and fuel, but also spare parts for the Sea Harrier’s airframe and Pegasus engine, as well as all the admin that was required to keep the planes in the air. This spanned everything from the flying and technical manuals that detailed every nut and bolt of the airframe right down to marker pens for the overhead projectors for our briefings on board ship.

      On top of all this, we had just learned that the squadron would be moving to a new location at Yeovilton while we were in the Adriatic and, in the worst traditions of British bureaucracy, the move had to be completed on time, whatever else was happening in the big, wide world. I knew the Navy would be sympathetic over Kristian’s traumatic arrival, but at the same time, life on the squadron and my central role in its operations went on. I was still expected to pull my weight, but more importantly – and this was what continued to drive me on at a time when my emotions were all over the place – I did not want to let my colleagues down.

      Over the next five days, life slipped into a curious kind of routine. After our regular shareholders’ meeting I would get down to the business of the day. Much of this entailed detailed preparations for our stopover at the Decimomannu training range in Sardinia. Permissions had to be sought for our brief touchdown in Gibraltar and for a tanker aircraft to bridge the gap between Gib and Sardinia – and the paperwork, inevitably, was a nightmare. A big part of the overall problem was that we still didn’t know what missions we would be called upon to perform over the Balkans. This would only be rectified when the Royal Navy arranged for a carrier liaison officer (LO) to join the Combined Air Operations Centre (CAOC) at Vicenza in northern Italy. The CAOC was a sophisticated ops room from which all NATO air movements over the former Yugoslavia were controlled. 

      Every NATO air force taking part in the Bosnian operation had an LO attached to the CAOC, and part of the brief of these people was to secure the best possible missions they could for the air forces they represented. The US Air Force, US Navy, Britain’s Royal Air Force plus the French Air Force and Navy all had good representation in the CAOC. If we weren’t going to be chasing trawlers round the Adriatic again, we needed a Fleet Air Arm officer in Vicenza who could pull his weight in the company of the big boys. This wouldn’t be easy, as we were a tiny percentage of the overall NATO force. But we did have one key advantage, one that an adept LO could work in our favour: the Sea Harrier, being a multi-role platform, was capable of fulfilling just about any mission asked of it. The RAF, by contrast, had Tornado F3 air defence aircraft capable of taking on the Serbs’ MiG-21s, and Harrier GR7 and Jaguar GR1 strike aircraft for bombing ground targets, but no aircraft that was capable of performing both roles simultaneously.

      Henry Mitchell, our AWI, was right. Our bombing skills were more deficient than our air-to-air skills, and this was where we would concentrate our training when we arrived at Deci. But until we had LO representation at the CAOC, we had to proceed as if we’d be called upon to do everything. 

      As a result, even while we were preparing things on the ground, our air-to-air training continued. And while I wasn’t in the air, working off the Christmas fat, or on the ground, berating hapless individuals over the phone for dragging their feet over arrangements for our transit between Gib and Deci, I had one eye on the clock, waiting for the moment when I could jump in the car to be with Yvonne and Kristian, having first touched base with Yvonne’s mum and spent a bit of time with Hannah and James at home. A couple of times I took them to the hospital with me, but mostly I went on my own. Kristian was improving, but he was still on the critical list and I didn’t have the wherewithal to explain, nor the kids the capacity really to understand, the reasons for this sudden emotional upheaval in all our lives. 

      One consequence of these solitary excursions was that I often did not get home until the small hours. A few hours’ kip and I was up again and heading off to work. How I was any use to anyone over this period still remains a mystery to me.

      The day before the unit made the drive to Portsmouth, ready to embark on Ark Royal, I had to give a pep talk to my division on the dos and don’ts of sailing into a combat zone. My division was composed of eight men and two women, all of them either air engineering mechanics (AEMs) or leading aircraft engineering mechanics (LAEMs), the two most junior ranks in the Navy. Part of my job as guide and mentor to these, on the whole, startlingly young individuals – a role I embraced reluctantly – was to ensure that they had everything squared in their personal lives before we left port. 

      All of them had read the papers and knew of the risks involved. The Yugoslav Navy might not have been equipped with battleships or cruisers, but it possessed enough firepower to do some serious damage to Ark Royal while she was steaming off the rugged Dalmatian coastline. The last thing I wanted to do was to put the fear of God into them, but as I stressed the importance of preparing wills and checking that life-insurance premiums were topped up and in order, I could see the penny dropping. 

      Worried that I may have over-egged the cake, I pulled one of the division members aside as soon as the meeting was adjourned. AEM Billy Borland was a character, but he was also someone I relied upon to present a true picture of a situation when I needed one. If there were any rumblings of dissent within the division, I knew I could trust Bill, whose identical twin brother was on one of the other squadrons at Yeovilton, to give me some warning before things turned nasty. When we were alone, I made a couple of coffees, sat him down and asked him if there were any members of the team I should keep a special eye on while we were at sea. 

      Billy thought for a moment before answering. I knew that he understood the value of these sessions. If there were problems, they could reverberate not just within the division, but around the squadron itself – and perhaps spread to other portions of the ship. Through our informal get-togethers, Billy and I endeavoured to make sure that nothing reached that stage.

      ‘Leading Arnold’s not at all happy about this,’ Billy said at length, staring into the depths of his mug as if the dregs of the coffee somehow contained the answers I was looking for. ‘You know he’s trying to get drafted to Hong Kong, don’t you, sir?’

      I shook my head and pulled a face. ‘No, I did not. Why Hong Kong, for Christ’s sake?’

      ‘It’s that new Singaporean wife of his. For some reason, the authorities here are holding out on her immigration papers. Arnold’s going nuts about it, sir. He’s requested the draft to Hong Kong so he can be closer to her.’ 

      I nodded, recalling now snippets of Arnold’s case. If I remembered rightly, he had married the girl during a port visit by Ark Royal to Singapore Harbour. They had known each other less than a week at the time of the nuptials. Given the circumstances in which they had met and tied the knot, I admired Billy’s diplomatic glossing over of the possible reasons why the UK immigration authorities were being a tad tardy in giving the green light for her relocation to these shores. Leading Arnold’s wife was an ‘exotic dancer’.

      ‘Well,’ I answered truthfully, ‘we really can’t afford to lose him. Arnold’s a good man. Let me know how things develop, will you, Bill? Any other problems I should know about?’

      Again, Billy stared into his cup. ‘Well, Wren Alexander seems to be having boyfriend problems again.’

      I rolled my eyes. Wren Alexander was 5ft 3 and stocky, but she was pretty, too, and this, it seemed, had often conspired with her somewhat accident-prone nature to get her into trouble where matters of the heart were concerned. ‘What on earth is it this time?’

      ‘He doesn’t want her to go, apparently, sir.’

      ‘Does Wren Alexander’s boyfriend realise that he doesn’t have a whole lot of choice in the matter?’ I replied testily. ‘I seem to recall that somewhere along the line she volunteered for service at sea.’ 

      I was beginning to wish I’d never asked, but Billy drained his coffee and offered some reassuring remarks about how, on the day, the division, like the squadron itself, would be fine. He, at least, gave me the impression that he was excited and raring to go. I said goodbye, knowing that the next time I saw him would be on Ark Royal, somewhere in the English Channel.

      There were two other significant developments that day. The first involved Smitty, the 801 Splot whose limp had indeed been brought on by a back injury sustained over the holiday period. It was announced that he would not be flying with us on account of his condition, but he was deemed fit enough, someone senior had decided, to act as our LO at the CAOC in Vicenza. He promised to make up for his absence from the skies over Bosnia by making sure that we were allocated a decent spread of missions – a generous sentiment, of course, but not so reassuring if you’re the one in the firing line. The best bit of this development, however, was that Henry Mitchell was to fill the vacant Splot position with immediate effect.

      The second development concerned Yvonne and Kristian. Late that afternoon, I got a call from the hospital. While there were still concerns for Kristian, the doctor told me, our baby boy was improving all the time and was at last deemed to be off the danger list. Yvonne, he added, had made such good progress that they were letting her out a day early. I could collect her any time I liked. 

      As I put the phone down, an enormous feeling of relief washed over me. There was something neatly symmetrical about the way things had panned out. At the eleventh hour, I could fly to the carrier with most of those little loose ends in my personal life tied up. After the lecture I’d given the division, anything less would have been wholly inappropriate. 
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