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THEATRES OF OPERATION
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INTRODUCTION

I have had a taste of soldiering. It was a good many years ago and lasted approximately twelve hours, but it was incredibly exciting, slightly dangerous and physically taxing. I have never repeated it, nor have I forgotten it. In some ways I have always yearned to experience it again.

Late in the summer term of my final year at school, my headmaster – as a punishment for some now forgotten misdemeanour - tasked me to join a night exercise with the Officer Training Corps. Over the years he had disciplined me so many times and in so many ways that he had nearly run out of creative punishments. This was a new and original one.

Around 7 p.m. that evening, I joined the OTC boys on the bus, bound for an undisclosed bit of the English countryside, togged up in Army gear, which included complicated items like gaiters with buckles, webbing, heavy boots and an even heavier Lee-Enfield 303 rifle, loaned by a sceptical and reluctant quartermaster. My fellow travellers were the bigger lads in the school, fit and physically imposing. We had never really spoken  to each other before; the atmosphere was one of unbridled testosterone.

We disembarked the bus in an area of almost unimaginable desolation, a terrain so challenging that I wondered whether we were still in the Home Counties. Divided into teams, we received maps and compo rations, and were told to meet up twelve hours later at a given location – thirty-five miles away. Even a logistical and geographical dunce like me knew that meant a long night and little sleep. And so it proved. As daylight turned into night, the balmy summer evening became cold and a piercing and unrelenting rain began to fall. We trudged on. At 3 a.m. we stopped for supper (or perhaps breakfast?). We cooked the rations – they consisted of baked beans and fragments of frankfurters in an indeterminate sauce – over fires we built ourselves. The tins, we later observed, had a bit of age to them – stamped on the sides was ‘Ministry of Defence 1945’. Nevertheless, I have never since experienced a meal so delicious and satisfying.

The other lads were knowledgeable and clever with compasses and maps, and encouraged the straggler to keep up with their pace, rather than curse and berate me. Somehow I did keep up and we made it to the finishing point, and what is more, we arrived first.

At 10 a.m. exactly, an enormous helicopter, making a terrifying din, landed right among us and a general, with braids and medals (an old boy of the school), came down the steps to inspect the troops. As he walked up and down the lines, I could see out of the corner of my eye the major in charge of our OTC praying silently – the man’s lips were moving – that the general would not come anywhere near me. But my bedraggled appearance and  imperfect understanding of Army uniform – bits of my kit were coming undone – exercised some fascination for the general. He stopped in front of me and looked me over with an expression of horror, his face and bulging eyes an inch or two from mine. He pulled out his swagger stick from under his arm and flicked the back of my head with it. ‘You, sir,’ he barked, ‘are the scruffiest example of a soldier I have ever seen.’

I don’t know whether you can call the several subsequent days I spent nursing blistered feet part of that experience, but there were no more military adventures for me.

 



There are plenty of real adventures for the soldiers of the British Army today. For the past several years, like many others, I have followed their actions in Bosnia, in Iraq and in Afghanistan. I have watched the C-130 Hercules planes swooping into RAF Brize Norton with their cargo of fallen heroes. And I have wondered what kind of men they were and what it is like to be a soldier as wars rage around the world.

What do soldiers feel as they tend to wounded friends on the battlefield or engage in close combat, as an infantryman must be prepared to do? Or train their rifle sights on enemy soldiers and pull the trigger? What it is like to drive a Challenger tank over desert terrain for six days straight or parachute out of a Chinook helicopter?

I knew there was only one way to find out. Ask a soldier.

For the past year I have been travelling around the country, talking with serving soldiers of all ranks, from privates to generals. I think only by talking to them one-on-one can you get a real sense of what a soldier is truly like. They are different from other  people. For instance, there is, I noticed, a characteristic that they all share: a calmness and purposeful intent. Nobody ever appears flustered or neurotic. ‘If no one is going to die, then it doesn’t matter’ seems to be the attitude. There is an expression – maybe it’s a philosophy – that I heard all the time in the Scottish regiments which sums it up perfectly: ‘Nae drama.’

During my travels I spoke with Major Ian Lawrence about death on the battlefield, asked Padre Pat Aldred what the atmosphere was like before troops started an operation, and found out how injuries affect soldiers. By the end of the process I felt as though I had entered the jungles of Borneo with Colour Sergeant Wayne Harrod, a jungle survival expert; endured Arctic conditions alongside Lieutenant Colonel Andrew Jackson of 2 PARA; sat alongside Captain Tom Kelly as he negotiated with Afghan warlords; and witnessed the rescue of captured British soldiers in Sierra Leone with Sergeant Major Jimmy Fitzwater.

They are brave. Some of them are heroes. Got the citation and the medal. As someone who faces nothing more dangerous than a paper burn in his working life, I am interested by people who deliberately put themselves in dangerous situations, and the modesty with which they tell their stories.

It is these ‘stories’, these interviews, which I hope give the reader a real sense of what soldiering is like, both in the arena of war and in peace time. I hope also that they provide an understanding of the kind of people soldiers are. What makes men and women choose to be soldiers in the twenty-first century? Where do they find the desire to test themselves on the battlefield? Where does the intense loyalty to their regiments, and love for their fellow soldiers, come from? Some of the answers  might surprise you. They did me. I didn’t expect to hear about the enjoyment, satisfaction and sometimes sheer exuberance in doing such an exciting, dangerous job. This is a story of men and women performing their duties in difficult and challenging conditions – and loving every moment.

 



Danny Danziger




COMBAT SERVICE SUPPORT

The Combat Service Support provide sustainment and support for the Combat Arms and Combat Support Arms. While CSS personnel are not intended to engage the enemy, the fluidity of the modern battlefield means that these personnel are likely to be engaged in close combat at times, particularly when associated with battle groups.

 



Royal Logistic Corps 
Corps of Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers 
Royal Army Medical Corps 
Royal Army Dental Corps 
Queen Alexandra’s Royal Army Nursing Corps 
Royal Army Veterinary Corps 
Adjutant General’s Corps 
Army Physical Training Corps 
Corps of Army Music 
Royal Army Chaplains’ Department 
Small Arms School Corps




PADRE PAT ALDRED

‘Food and drink for the journey ...’

I joined the Army as a chaplain with no Army experience whatsoever. I didn’t know a corporal from a colonel. When I donned my uniform, which is exactly the same Combat 95 uniform as the soldiers wear, I was not quite sure how to put it on. The only way anyone would know I’m a chaplain is that we wear combat crosses on our collars and don’t carry weapons. We always need to have a soldier to look after us and act as a bodyguard and driver.

I started working with the King’s Own Royal Border Regiment, a Cumbrian infantry regiment, and within three weeks found myself deployed on an operational tour in Macedonia, ready for the Kosovan conflict.

It was quite scary driving over the border, not knowing what we would find. Macedonia is a beautiful country, with snow-capped mountains and beautiful lakes. The country’s president, Boris Trajkovski – who has since been assassinated – was a Methodist and a very prayerful man as well. He was incredibly brave in the  vision he had for Macedonia and he tried to keep the country on track so that it would not disintegrate like Serbia and Bosnia. On the few occasions that we met up he was really excited to see me – he had never met a Methodist from England.

Out of all the welfare agencies, it is only the chaplain that actually deploys with soldiers. The duty of a chaplain is to be where the guys are and to loiter with intent. If they are going on patrol for the day, you can go out with them, so long as you are not getting in the way. Being away from home gives soldiers time to think, and they begin having to deal with things they may not have dealt with, or wanted to deal with, in years. That is a good opportunity to give them a listening ear, and I think the chaplain can be a real source of help to people then.

Soldiers get up to all sorts and will talk to you about absolutely anything. Lots of them may have seen and experienced dreadful things on the battlefield and want to offload to a chaplain. They worry about financial problems. They have affairs with people, so they may want to talk to you about marriage break-up, which is huge in the Army. Operations are a real make or break time for a family: the men are either going to come back stronger and renewed, and keep their marriage intact, or they are going to separate and divorce, and that will be the end of it.

Church is popular on operations. I always have full churches then, although to be on the safe side, I also tend to go around drumming up business, yelling at the top of my voice, ‘Church is about to start.’ Church can be anywhere. Sometimes we pull up in the middle of nowhere, drop the tailgate down and set up the Communion on the back of the wagon. A couple of times we pitched tents at one of Saddam’s palaces in Basra. But wherever  we are, church is a place for soldiers to come away from the heat of battle, or whatever they are doing, and be reflective.

The service is always pretty simple, a couple of hymns and a short address, and, unlike most Methodists, every time we have worship I will give everyone the opportunity to take Communion. For some people there is something symbolic about bread and wine – food and drink for the journey, if you like. There is something sustaining in the act of taking Communion that draws people together and underlines that we are a team, one bread, one body.

I was on operational tour for Telic 1, when the Iraq war broke out. At that time I was in the Duke of Wellington’s Regiment, an infantry regiment using Warrior armoured vehicles. We had not been destined to go to Iraq at all, but on a Friday afternoon the commanding officer called everyone on to the parade square and gave us the news that he was leaving for Iraq within the hour, and the rest of us would follow the next day, St Patrick’s Day.

 



On the Kuwaiti border, the vehicles all lined up ready for the start, the engines were roaring, ammunition was being loaded into the guns, sergeant majors were yelling at the soldiers – I guess not a lot of that has changed since the First or Second World Wars. I remember going down the lines and columns of vehicles, wishing people all the best. A huge amount of people gave me personal stuff ‘just in case’ – a watch, a wedding ring or a necklace, and letters they had written to loved ones. In the end I had to keep an inventory. My words were, ‘Don’t worry it will be fine, I will give you this back tomorrow.’

It is a bit of a cliché, but that’s the time I dish out a copy of  Psalm 23, which talks about going through the valley of the shadow of death and how the Lord is always with us. ‘Just put it in your top pocket’, I’ll say. ‘You never know when you might want to have a pray.’

As we were setting off, a missile landed in the camp. At that stage we all believed there were weapons of mass destruction ready to be used on us. I remember everybody reaching for respirators and donning NBC (nuclear, biological, chemical) suits, and running for cover into concrete bunkers situated around the camp. We now know there were no chemical weapons, but at the time we thought it was ‘Operation Certain Death’. Yet there was real fighting and people were getting injured and killed. This was the real thing.

You see a certain amount of death in parish life through old age or illness, but when dealing with death in the Forces, it is always to the young and it is always tragic and cruel – life snatched away from people with whom you had been chatting and having a laugh that morning.

The first summer of Afghanistan will stay with me always. I was back in England, looking after the Royal Anglians and the Grenadier Guards. Everyone thought Afghanistan would be difficult, but nobody expected the toll to be so high – the Royal Anglians lost nine soldiers, which was quite a big shock for the whole regiment. Every week I found myself burying soldiers or being with parents who had just been told of the death of their son, or officiating at repatriation services at RAF Lyneham, where those killed in Afghanistan are brought. The military service, with military pallbearers and volleys of gunfire over the coffin, is very moving.

The death of a son is probably one of the hardest losses to bear. It is horrendous. Often, when the news is broken that their loved one has been killed, parents’ first reaction is one of disbelief: ‘It can’t be true, I spoke with him last week.’ Or, ‘He’s only eighteen ...’ People go into shock. But you can give no illusion at all. The notifying officers are given clear instruction so that the family are left in no doubt as to exactly what they have come to tell them. The officers don’t use phrases like ‘He’s passed on’ or ‘He’s been lost’, just ‘Your son has been killed, he’s dead’, as callous as that sounds.

I think one of the most difficult things for an Army chaplain is being with the recently bereaved. People look at you and say, ‘Where’s God in that now?’ ‘Why has this happened to me?’ I don’t have answers out of my top pocket particularly. I have lost my faith in lots of things. I have lost my faith in people quite often. Sometimes I lose my faith in the Church, but I haven’t ever lost my faith in God.


Psalm 23 (King James version)

 



1. The LORD is my shepherd; I shall not want.

 



2. He maketh me to lie down in green pastures: he leadeth me beside the still waters.

 



3. He restoreth my soul: he leadeth me in the paths of righteousness for his name’s sake.

 



4. Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death, I will fear no evil: for thou art with me; thy rod and thy staff they comfort me.

 



5. Thou preparest a table before me in the presence of mine enemies: thou anointest my head with oil; my cup runneth over.

 



6. Surely goodness and mercy shall follow me all the days of my life: and I will dwell in the house of the LORD for ever.






MAJOR STEPHEN BARNWELL

‘Although my trade is musician, I am a soldier as well ...’

As a kid I loved music. I was involved in youth orchestras and bands, and was very lucky to be born and bred in Nottingham, where instrumental lessons were free in school. Plus a person who had been a military musician taught me. His stories of the adventures he’d had were absolutely fascinating. They sounded so exciting. I wanted to sample some of that. At the age of sixteen, I left school with a bag of O levels and joined the Royal Artillery Band.

At that time the Artillery had a lot of regiments, which would have officers’ mess dinners and the like. We would go and play ‘for the benefit and well-being of the Royal Regiment of Artillery’. I have played wherever the Royal Artillery were mounting guard, and at Westminster Abbey. I have also played in St Paul’s Cathedral for memorial services and state occasions. St Paul’s is an awe-inspiring place to play, fantastic acoustics and quite flattering – the last note rings for five or six seconds and there is not a noise after that.

After completing three years of specialised training at the Royal Military School of Music at Kneller Hall, my very first appointment as a qualified bandmaster was at the Queen’s Lancashire Regiment. Every twenty years the line regiments receive a new set of colours, and this particular year, the tercentenary of the regiment, coincided with the Presentation of Colours. Her Majesty the Queen was to present them. Oh, it was going to be a massive day. The battalion drilled and drilled with the band and the drums for weeks, and after a while we were immaculate.

However, come the day, the wind was howling a gale. It was literally force 7, plus it was teeming with rain and bitingly cold. But our commanding officer somehow managed to persuade the Queen that it would be a massive feather in her cap if she braved the elements rather than went in an aircraft hangar and did a watered down version of the parade. He must have had the gift of the gab because it was really ridiculous that she agreed.

The wind was so strong it was tearing the instruments away from the musicians’ lips. Our bass drummer did an 180-degree turn after one particular gust got hold of his drum. He was facing exactly the wrong way, which was quite comical.

A few weeks later the regimental band went to do a royal garden party at Buckingham Palace — there is always a Household Division Guards’ band at one end and a regimental or corps band at the other end by the lake. I was in the middle of conducting the band, when this rather smart-looking gentleman in a top hat and morning suit came over.

‘Mr Barnwell?’

‘Yes, it is,’ I said.

‘Her Majesty the Queen would like to speak with you.’

‘What, now?’

‘Yes, now.’

I handed the baton to my band sergeant major and went and stood in line. Her Majesty said hello – it turned out she wanted to know how she had done in the parade at Weeton. I told her, and it was the truth, that the people who attended the parade were incredibly impressed that she had braved the elements and continued in the face of adversity. I think she was pleased to hear that.

After I left the Band of the Queen’s Lancashire Regiment, I was commissioned into the Corps of Army Music and became the deputy chief instructor at the Royal Military School of Music. Two further appointments as a director of music followed (Prince of Wales’s Division (Clive) Band and the Irish Guards), before last November, at the age of fifty, I was reassigned to be musical director of the Welsh Guards Band for the final five years of my career. I was absolutely delighted because an appointment to one of the state bands, particularly the Foot Guards, is the pinnacle of a military musician’s career.

The band of the Welsh Guards is among the top two state bands that perform at the moment. I won’t even mention the name of the other band because that would be bigging them up and admitting it, wouldn’t it? Besides, competition keeps things sharp. Well, I will admit some sections I’ve got are weaker than theirs, but then others are stronger. Do I have better woodwinds, which, for a military band, are incredibly important? Yes, I do, so therefore I would consider myself to have the premier band.

We have a wonderful balance of instruments. We have probably the best bassoonist in the Army and certainly the best  oboist. Actually, everyone is very good. The band is established with nine clarinets, three flutes, two oboes (you usually only ever see one – there is a lack of oboists throughout the UK), four saxophones, four horns, eight trumpets, six trombones (although one’s a bass), two bassoons (you’re lucky if you have got one), two euphoniums, four tubas and three percussionists. And that little lot make an amazing sound.

The type of music you play for a concert is totally different from that you do on the parade ground. Indoors, you feel part of an ensemble, you can hear the music and feel everybody else around you, so it is easy to stay in tune and be sympathetic with the other instrumental sections that aren’t as loud as you.

Playing outside, or ‘on the hoof’ as we call it, can give an edge and a harshness to the music. You have to get back into the practice room regularly to sand off those hard edges. You have to imagine what you sound like (as a band) because you can’t hear properly, on account of the percussion section right across the middle: the wash of sound from the cymbals, bass drum and side drum, with a snare going, is a great big dividing line. The people at the front of the band don’t have a clue what those at the back of the band are playing, because they can’t hear each other. If they can’t hear each other, are they in tune? You are relying on the initial tuning note, but instruments warm up and the pitch changes slightly. So there are all sorts of problems playing outside. You have to be better than the average civilian musician and very confident as an individual.

We often have to play the national anthems of different countries, and we have to play them well. The Chinese national anthem is a nightmare for a conductor to remember and the  Argentinian one is pretty challenging too. But playing your own – well, it has got to be really special. You’ve got to raise your game. There is a danger you can pay lip service to something you do all the time, not do it justice, so we rehearse it frequently. Everyone knows the notes by heart of course, but it’s a song and therefore it’s about playing the correct phrase lengths. You have to be able to take enough air into your lungs to play complete phrases.

The British national anthem starts with a roll on the drums. It crescendos and then de-crescendos, and then we come in with the first beat, which is quite a low dynamic. The trumpet and trombone section don’t play in the first half, giving it a sotto voce  type of sound, and the second half of the anthem is forte. From the middle onwards it’s slightly slower, meno mosso. It’s marked. The whole anthem is in G, so it is the final chord of G major that comes via a falling dominant 7, which is usually the most audible part of the ending – and you know something’s ended when it ends with a falling dominant 7, as if to say . . . that’s it! It also ends with a rallentando of course, and a dotted minim that is held for as long as you dare – its length is in the heart of the conductor.

New music is the lifeblood of the band. If we don’t change the repertoire, we will sound old and staid, and people will be bored. Recently I had to make a case for a budget for new music at a conference where they were talking about how much it cost to fire a tank round, and the cost of ammunition for live firing on the range. I said that new music to the band is like ammunition to the infantry – you can’t fire spent ammunition, and old music would sound and feel like used ammunition.

We are really enjoying what we are playing at the moment. A particular contemporary overture called ‘Full Tilt’, by a chap called Richard Saucedo, is exciting for the audience to listen to and a challenge for the band to play, with strange chords and irregular time signatures. We always play a lot of Welsh tunes, good ones with martial airs, that lend themselves to being marched to, like ‘Sospan Fach’, ‘We’ll Keep a Welcome in the Hillsides’, ‘Men of Harlech’, and ‘God Bless the Prince of Wales’.

When the Welsh Guards go on guard at Buckingham Palace, it may seem we are playing to the hundreds of people behind the railings. But that is not actually my brief, according to the Household Division Standing Orders. I am really playing to keep the parade soldier’s mind occupied when he is either being inspected or waiting for the guard change to complete. We will play modern things we think a twenty-year-old soldier wants to hear – anything from the latest film themes to something from the pop charts. At the moment we are playing ‘You Can’t Stop the Beat’ from Hairspray — which was getting rowdy applause from the crowds the other day – and some things from High School Musical 3 as well. We also do Pirates of the Caribbean and Harry Potter stuff, and classic songs like ‘Simply the Best’, ‘Can You Feel the Love Tonight?’ and tracks from Grease. We play a lot of music from the London shows because so many tourists go to them, and it is quite a treat to hear us play the songs. We also get out and about to play. We are permitted to do private commercial engagements for a fee. If you wanted to hire the Welsh Guards Band for an engagement, the all-in costs, with transport, VAT and our fees, would be about £7500.

In my thirty-four years in the Army, I have been operational  only twice, which hitherto has been about the average for a musician. But I am glad that I had the experience because I’m always mindful that although my trade is musician, I am a soldier as well. I am proud to serve my Queen and country. I think I might have felt a little bit of an impostor if I had spent that long in the British Army and never seen any kind of action.

I went to Cookstown in Northern Ireland and Iraq, where I deployed with 34 Field Hospital in support of the Army Medical Services. It was the closest field hospital to the frontline there has ever been, within mortar range, and there were tank battles going on around us. The Royal Artillery was firing on Basra twenty-four hours a day. You could look out of the flaps of your tent at night and see the rounds going off like shooting stars through the sky. We did everything to support, from casualty tracking to guarding prisoners of war and digging latrines. We even buried amputated limbs in eight-figure grid references and logged them so that if they were dug up later, people would know the remains were from clinical work done by the hospital in the war.

There was a military band out there too and we played for church services. You would be surprised how many people go to church when they are about to go to war – virtually everybody on the camp will turn up to church parade. We keep to the standards, ‘Abide With Me’ and ‘God Our Help in Ages Past’. Some keys are not good for communal singing and we usually play the hymns in a flat key so everyone can sing confidently.

Musicians are being asked to volunteer for battle right now. Individuals from the Welsh Guards Band have volunteered for Afghanistan and we have put those names forward. The Corps  of Army Music needs five to go to Afghanistan each year and five to go off to other operations.

The Army has been a wonderful life for me. I may not be rich in monetary terms, but I feel rich to have done a job I would have willingly done for nothing in my spare time. The fact that I have been able to do it as my main employment, and paid to do it too, that’s richness, that really is. So how lucky am I, really?




STAFF SERGEANT DAVID BRAHAM*

‘There’s no better piece of equipment than a dog ...’

When I was doing my patrol dog handlers course, I got given a large German shepherd called Zak. He was a hard dog to handle because I’m quite a small-framed person. He was constantly pulling around and he was pretty unhelpful at squadded obedience too, because he didn’t like other dogs. While you were trying to do your turns, nice and smart, all of a sudden he would move off to one side as he’d seen another dog. Like any animal, Zak understood how far he could push somebody, you know, ‘Here’s a new person, let’s have a bit of fun with him.’ Sometimes I would think, I’m never going to pass this course. But you learn more each day and all of a sudden the dog thinks, OK, he knows enough now, and everything falls into place.

You have two classifications of protection dogs and it all depends on what threat you’ve got as to which dog to use. One is what we call the patrol arm true, where the dog is trained to take only the right arm because most people hold a weapon in their right hand. The other type is the patrol dog, which has  been made slightly more aggressive. He will bite anywhere on the body, and he can be used in various heightened situations.

Say you come across an intruder. You give the challenge nice and clear, so they fully understand what you mean: ‘Halt, Army, or I will release my dog.’ Then it is a step-by-step stage. You pull your dog closer into you, run your hands down his lead until you have hold of his collar, unclip his lead, and hold it away from his body, first so it won’t get tangled in the dog’s legs and also so you can say, ‘Look, the dog’s off his lead, I’ve only got hold of his collar, this is your last chance to stop ...’ If the intruder stops and puts his hands up, you can clip your dog back on to the lead and close up the distance. If the intruder doesn’t stop and is causing a threat to you or others, then it’s your right at that time, according to the rules of engagement, to release the dog.

I deployed on my first operational tour with a protection dog to Lipjan Prison in Kosovo. On the top floor of this prison were Albanian prisoners who had committed war crimes and on the floor underneath were Serbian Croats, also guilty of war crimes.

My dog was a long-coated German shepherd by the name of Rory. His name matched what he did: he roared at anything that moved. If you’ve seen the cartoons of the Tasmanian Devil, when he’s put in a box and suddenly the box starts shaking, well, that was Rory. But he was a focused and determined dog when it came to work, and very affectionate to the handler.

We used to allow about thirty prisoners into the exercise yard with one other person, namely me, making sure there was some form of control. As a handler, you often find themself the only person policing a location. With that one dog you can gain the situation and keep yourself safe at the same time. I never felt  in any danger. I trusted Rory. He was a very good dog. No one wants to get bit by a dog, especially when they have seen what it can do. The prisoners could all see out of their cell windows and they had watched this dog attack a big padded suit in training.

When I left Kosovo, I handed Rory over to another handler, a friend of mine. He was very successful with Rory. In fact, he received a citation while he was out there, so it was a very good team.

It is awkward saying goodbye to your dog. If you have had that dog for a long time, there is a bond there. But you have to be able to break those bonds. Fortunately, you know he’s going to another trainer, so the dog is going to be in good hands. He’ll keep that person alive if he does his job correctly.

The next dog I had was called Sox, a Border collie, and, typical collie, very intelligent. I’d trained Sox as an arms explosive search dog and he and I did an operational deployment to the Army Dog Unit Northern Ireland, looking for IEDs (improvised explosive devices). Generally, gun dog breeds are used for that sort of work, so spaniels, Labradors, retrievers, collies and the odd Heinz-57. Three years I was with Sox and we had a very good relationship. Initially slightly aggressive, he would puff himself up and come towards you, growling. But he settled down and learned to trust me, and I learned to trust him. Eventually I could pick him up, throw him into a helicopter and off we would go around Northern Ireland.

My last search with Sox came in the Northern Ireland Canine Biathlon, an annual training competition event. He embarrassed me slightly because he decided he wasn’t going to work. But he  sort of knew I was leaving, so fair enough, no hard feelings. I still have pictures of him back home.

I was quite fearful that Sox might bite his new handler when I left, and I didn’t want anything to happen to him because the implications of that can be quite severe for the dog – you can’t have a person getting injured. Sox did have a little bit of an argument initially with his new trainer, but he settled down and went on to work with his new handler for the rest of his career.

For Iraq, where I was deployed twice, I picked up a German shorthaired pointer called Willow, a hunting dog who loves to run. You would let her off to search and she would cover an area so fast you’d wonder, ‘Has she covered everything?’ But we went out to Iraq twice and had quite a few finds, ranging from ammunition to explosive shells. You have to trust and rely on your dog, their hearing is a lot better than yours, their sense of smell is phenomenal compared to yours. Willow was very trustworthy. We came under fire once or twice but she was controlled and calm.

In military eyes, a dog is considered a piece of equipment. Well, there’s no better piece of equipment, I’d say. A bulky X-ray machine can’t manoeuvre around a battlefield as quickly as a dog and a handler, plus its batteries don’t run out and it doesn’t get a technical error because of a loose connection.

To the handler your dog is always going to be more than a piece of equipment. We are not mechanics, we can’t put the spanner down on a Friday afternoon and come back Monday morning. We are there twenty-four/seven, 365 days a year. If we go on leave, someone else within our unit won’t be going on leave because we have to look after those animals that are under our care. Because of that there’s a huge bond. Dog handlers have  the utmost respect for their animals: we are a team and the relationship between us is like no other.

Last year I volunteered to go to Afghanistan as I knew we were short of handlers there. Originally, I was going to get my dog in theatre, but the dog chosen had been in a few close bombardments and had stopped working effectively – dogs can get a form of shell shock, you know. So it wasn’t until the actual day I flew to Afghanistan that I was given my search dog, Sasha, a yellow Labrador.

She turned out to be a brilliant dog and we had many successful finds. In fact, I had the most finds of anyone in my unit in the time I was on the ground. I handed Sasha over to another handler, Lance Corporal Ken Rowe, whose dog had stopped working effectively, while I assisted in running the unit. I hadn’t known Ken long but we got on well. He was a bubbly young lad from Newcastle, very funny and easy to get along with, and we had quite a lot of banter between us.

A month later I heard the news that Ken had been killed in an ambush, along with Sasha. He was the first handler killed for many a year and that hit us quite hard because we are such a small unit, and are all close. It happened halfway through our tour. With three months to go, you’ve got to put it to one side, and do your grieving later, because you have to get on with the job. All the handlers came back in off the ground and attended Ken’s repatriation in Camp Bastion. I was a coffin bearer in a six-man team and we carried him on to the plane, with the Unit Sergeant Major guiding us slowly and respectfully. Sasha was cremated, her ashes were put into an urn and she was placed on to the plane to one side of Ken – she wasn’t carried beside Ken on  the parade, because it was Ken’s moment, but she was taken back to the UK with Ken and her ashes were offered to Ken’s family

I have four dogs at home now. I have a retired tracker dog, who is a flat-coated retriever, and a Northern Inuit wolf cross malamute husky dog, who has different-coloured eyes, one brown, the other half-crested blue. I also have a brilliantly trained two-year-old German shepherd, my display model for when I go to dog training classes; and finally, I have a twelve-year-old German shepherd, who’s tottering around now, she’s so old. So there you are, four dogs at home. I’m not just a dog handler in the Army, but in every aspect of my life.




SERGEANT DANNY HARMER

‘In front of my eyes ...’

I am pretty much a self-taught photographer and I practised mostly using my dog, Beefy the Boxer, as a subject. One picture I took was such a nice portrait that everyone who saw it went, ‘Hey, that’s incredible.’ Although whether that was luck or skill I don’t know. I like to think it was a bit of both.

I enjoyed taking pictures and when I found out there was a trade of photographer in the Army, I decided to go for it. You can’t join as a photographer, you have to transfer after you’ve got experience as a soldier. They want someone with military and tactical knowledge, who can take pictures without hindering soldiers or compromising their safety. But first of all, you have to face a panel of judges with a portfolio, and it is quite competitive because there are only about forty photographers in the whole of the Army.

So I upped my game, bought a digital SLR, read a bunch of books and eventually put together a portfolio of about twelve to fifteen images. I cringe when I look back at that portfolio now.  Certain ones were OK, but others were just point-and-click kind of shots – someone rock climbing, a sunset. But there must have been something the panel liked because I got the job. Maybe it was the portrait of old Beefy that I slipped in.

The kit we get issued from the Army is excellent, top-range Nikon D3Xs, the best Nikons you can get. They are about £5000 just for the body, and we receive two of those and three lenses – wide angle, mid-range and a long lens. We pretty much have the same kit as any photographer on a newspaper.

My first operation as an Army photographer was Telic 10 in Iraq. I did a seven-month tour as the brigade photographer for 1 Mechanised Brigade.

You definitely get the best pictures in action. Someone shooting a gun on the ranges back home may sound exactly the same as someone on operation in Iraq, but when it’s for real the expressions on people’s faces sell a picture: the panic, the stress and the excitement. The best pictures I took were of our guys storming a compound, going hell for leather, and pinning down rounds on an enemy position. I probably took about five hundred images that night.

Under the Geneva Convention, we are not allowed to show prisoners of war, and we have an unwritten rule that we don’t film or photograph casualties. Just out of respect, if a soldier is dead, or life critical, I wouldn’t even point my camera in that direction. But if a soldier is injured and going to be OK, we can photograph discreetly, without showing faces, or show medics treating the injured person.
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