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FOREWORD


If you care to think about it, secret operations in warfare are as old as warfare itself. After all, what was the Trojan Horse but a ruse de guerre, a subterfuge, an undercover mission? That said, the great Age of the Covert Operation has been from 1945 onwards; in the Cold War two opposing power blocks faced each other but were unwilling to risk an actual conventional war so pinpricked each other with sabotage and subversion, as well as vicariously battling it out via proxies in the Middle East and Third World. With the decline of the Cold War, there came the War on Terror, where once again standard military methods were inappropriate. Classically, covert operations, by a 1948 definition of the US National Security Committee i (in Directive 10/2), include “sabotage, demolition and evacuation measures, subversion against hostile states, including assistance to underground movements, guerrillas and support of indigenous anti communist elements” and “are so planned and executed that any US Government responsibility for them is not evident to unauthorized persons and that if uncovered the US Government can plausibly disclaim any responsibility for them.” That is to say, the sponsor – in this case the USA – can plausibly deny any connection with the hostile activity. The CIA, from Cuba to Vietnam to Afghanistan has been the arch-exponent of such “pure” covert operations.


On the ground, in practice, however, a covert operation is less easily pigeon-holed, less precisely classified. When the US Navy SEALs went into Pakistan to “get” bin Laden, the White House was hardly tempted to deny its sponsorship of the mission. On the other hand, the SEALs themselves are shrouded in secrecy, and many of the preliminaries to the operation – which likely included in situ reconnaissance by CIA and other agents – are obscure. Intentionally. And did the White House really want bin Laden alive? Does the element of plausible deniability lie in what happened to bin Laden – that he was assassinated under the cover of resisting arrest – rather than who did it to bin Laden? In the shadowy world of modern warfare covert, clandestine and special operations endlessly merge and overlap.


For those who commission covert operations, the attraction is increasingly that a small, elite force, such as the US Navy SEALs or Britain’s 22 SAS, can be a lever to bring about a strategic outcome. Conventional forces failed to prevent or contain the Iraq insurgency that followed Saddam’s fall; among the main responses of the British government was the dispatch of the SAS (in the guise of Task Force Black) to “man-hunt” high-value insurgents in the backstreets of Baghdad, especially of the al-Qaeda variety, with measurable success.


This David versus Goliath aspect of covert operations is as attractive to students of warfare as it is to politicians in plush offices. Tomahawk missiles and Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (drones) are relentlessly efficient in dealing death . . . and yet nothing captures the imagination or stirs the heart like the true stories of small bands of men engaged in secretive enterprises behind enemy lines. Stories like those on the following pages.




NEPTUNE SPEAR


US Navy SEAL Team Six, Pakistan, 2011


Under a moonless Afghan sky, shortly after eleven o’clock on the night of 1 May 2011, two MH-60 Black Hawk helicopters lifted off from Jalalabad Air Field. Inside the aircraft were twenty-three men with hard eyes and long stares from the Red Squadron of Naval Special Warfare Development Group (DEVGRU), better known as SEAL Team Six. A Pakistani-American translator, and a Belgian Malinois dog were also aboard. Radio communications were kept to an absolute minimum.


The SEALs’ destination was a concrete house in the small city of Abbottabad, across the border in Pakistan. Abbottabad, situated north of the Pakistani capital, Islamabad, is in the foothills of the Pir Panjal Range. Founded in 1853 by a British major named James Abbott, the city is the home of a prestigious military academy. The cool climate makes it a popular retreat for city dwellers in the baking Indian summer.


According to information gathered by the Central Intelligence Agency, bin Laden was hunkered down in the third floor of a house in a compound just off Kakul Road, a residential street less than a mile from the entrance to the military academy. The plan was simple: the SEALs would drop from the helicopters into the compound, overpower bin Laden’s guards, seize or shoot bin Laden – depending on circumstances – and fly the corpse out.


Fifteen minutes after take-off, the choppers ducked down into an alpine valley and slipped into Pakistani airspace. They were undetected. Pakistan’s principal air detection systems look towards India.


Even so, the Black Hawk crews, two pilots and a crewman from the 160th Special Operations Aviation Regiment (“The Night Stalkers”), had taken no chances. The Black Hawks were modified “stealth” versions covered with radar-damping “skin”.


Flying behind the Black Hawks were two Chinooks, which were to be kept on standby in a deserted area roughly two-thirds of the way to Abbottabad. On board were two additional SEAL teams consisting of approximately twenty-four DEVGRU operators. These were the “Quick Reaction Force” in case anything went wrong on the main raid.


During the ninety-minute flight, sitting in the strangely calm red-lit interior of the aircraft, the SEALs rehearsed the operations in their minds. They were no strangers to action. Since the commencement of the War on Terror in 2001 they had rotated through Afghanistan, Iraq, the Horn of Africa, and the Yemen. DEVGRU had been into Pakistan before too, on at least ten occasions, usually into the tribal badlands of Waziristan, where senior al-Qaeda members liked to hole up.


But the SEALs had never been as far into Pakistan as Abbottabad. The helicopters skirted the north of Peshawar, and continued due east. In this time of waiting, the kit hung heavy and even the desert Digital Camouflage uniform seemed a little too tight. Most of the SEALs had plumped for the Heckler & Koch MP7, a few the short-barrelled silenced M4. Vest pockets held a booklet with photographs and physical descriptions of the people suspected of being inside the compound. One of these is Ahmed al-Kuwaiti, an al-Qaeda courier who unwittingly led the CIA to bin Laden’s compound. Or maybe not. There was no absolute certainty that bin Laden was in the compound. A CIA analyst called “Jen” had declared herself “100 per cent sure” that America’s Most Wanted was there, and it was largely on Jen’s call that the twenty-three SEALs were risking their lives that night, in what the Department of Defense has called “Operation Neptune Spear”. But other CIA analysts were only 60 per cent certain the al-Qaeda leader was living at Kakul Road.


Whether bin Laden was in the compound or not, the CIA had intimate knowledge of the layout of the compound. In the run-up to the raid one of the SEALs, Matt Bissonnette, asked an intelligence officer about one of the many doors that the commandos would have to breach. The answer came back straight away. The door is metal and opens to the outside.


Pakistan is an ally, of sorts, but not the sort the US wanted to trust on a mission like this. After all, why WAS bin Laden in Pakistan? Was he being hidden and succoured by Islamicists in the government there? A covert operation into the heart of Pakistan carries the possibility of major diplomatic fall-out. The sending of the SEALs into Pakistan had required the approval of President Obama personally. To reassure the president and his advisers, the team had conducted a night-time dress rehearsal of the raid, on a mock-up of bin Laden’s house. They were impressed. The President said “Yes”.


The helicopters arrived above the compound at around 12.55 a.m. The mission plan dictated that the SEALs from the first helicopter would fast rope to the ground, and enter the house from the ground floor. The second helicopter would fly to the northeast corner of the compound and secure the perimeter.


As the first helicopter hovered over the compound it experienced “vortex ring state”, a turbulent air condition, and the heli’s tail caught the compound wall. The chopper lunged dangerously on its side, but the pilot managed to bring the nose down which prevented it from tipping over. None of the aircrew or SEALs was seriously injured. The SEALs quickly cleared the chopper and placed explosives against the door of the house.


Meanwhile, the other chopper landed outside the compound, and its SEAL team scaled the 18-foot high walls to get inside. Matt Bissonnette, who was in this second SEAL team, and a colleague deployed to an outbuilding where Ahmed al-Kuwaiti, bin Laden’s courier, was thought to be residing. The two SEALs pounded on the door with a sledgehammer. A shot was fired out. Bissonnette and his colleague, an Arabic-speaker, fired back. There was a cry and groan from inside.


Immediately after this exchange of fire, a woman’s voice called out from inside the building. The door was unlocked and a woman walked out. Bissonnette:


I could just make out the figure of a woman in the green glow of my night vision goggles. She had something in her arms and my finger slowly started applying pressure to my trigger. I could see our lasers dancing around her head. It would only take a split second to end her life if she was holding a bomb.


As the door continued to open, I saw that the bundle was a baby.


Caught in the exchange of fire, the woman had a shoulder wound from a bullet.


The SEALs had been given rules of engagement, which were precise on the question of unarmed, surrendered women.


Bissonnette and his colleague held fire. Three children trailed the woman into the courtyard. Taking no chances, the SEALs entered the building in textbook fashion, quick and providing cover for each other. Al-Kuwaiti was on the floor. Bissonnette and his colleague “squeezed off several rounds to make sure he was down.”


This building cleared, Bissonnette and his colleague joined the first SEAL team, which had now breached the main door of the house. Inside the house, there was total blackness; CIA operatives had disabled the local power station.


Through the green gloom of their night vision goggles, the SEALs spotted al-Kuwaiti’s brother, Abrar, as he poked his head into a hallway on the first floor. He was shot and staggered backwards. The SEALs, amid shouting and screaming, followed him into a side room. Abrar was shot again. His wife tried to shield him, and she was shot dead too.


A massive metal door blocked the access to the two top floors. This was blown apart.


As they climbed the main stairs, bin Laden’s twenty-three-year-old son, Khalid, rushed towards them. He was killed as he did so. As Bissonnette stepped past the body, he saw an AK-47 assault rifle propped nearby. Later, it transpired there was a round in the chamber. Khalid had been prepared to fight. He just never got the chance.


As they climbed to the last and third floor, the SEAL point man saw someone peeking out from the door on the right of the hallway, and immediately popped off a round through his rifle, which was fitted with a silencer. The man fell backward. The SEALs sprinted into the room, through an unlocked gate on the stairs; in the bedroom the SEALs found bin Laden lying on the floor, with two women standing in front of him trying to protect him. One of them, Amal Ahmed Abdul Fatah, screamed at the SEALs in Arabic and looked as if she was about to charge. She was shot in the leg, and pushed out of the way. Bin Laden’s twelve-year-old daughter stood in the darkness, at the back of the room, screaming. She had been named Safia after a contemporary of the Prophet who had killed a Jew, in the hope – bin Laden explained – that she would grow up to do the same.


With the writhing bin Laden on the floor Bissonnette and a colleague applied the coup de grâce:


The point man’s shots had entered the right side of [bin Laden’s] head. Blood and brains spilled out of the side of his skull. In his death throes, he was still twitching and convulsing. Another assaulter and I trained our lasers on his chest and fired several rounds. The bullets tore into him, slamming his body into the floor until he was motionless.


The SEALs then had to positively identify him. To do this they asked his children. To be doubly sure of the correct ID, they also measured him and took blood samples.


The SEAL team leader then radioed, “For God and country – Geronimo, Geronimo, Geronimo . . . Geronimo E.K.I.A.” Geronimo was the codename for bin Laden. EKIA is Enemy Killed in Action.


There were two weapons on a shelf next to the door, an AKSU rifle and a Makarov pistol. The raid had taken fifteen minutes to reach bin Laden in his top-floor bedroom. He did not reach for his weapons, either because he was paralysed by fear or because he was hampered by the design of the house and could not understand what was happening. The house was built in segregated compartments with small windows intended to frustrate observation; on that night, it made it difficult for the inhabitants to see what was going on or liaise with each other.


Bin Laden was dead, yet the mission was not over. The SEALs still had to gather as much intelligence material from the compound as possible and get the body out of Pakistan before local forces were alerted.


After restraining the women and children in the compound with plastic ties and handcuffs, the SEALs began a methodical search. The downed helicopter also had to be destroyed. After smashing the cockpit controls, SEALs packed the helicopter with explosives and blew it up.


Since the SEAL team was reduced to one operational helicopter, one of the two Chinooks held in reserve was dispatched to carry part of the assault team and bin Laden’s body out.


Thirty-eight minutes after arriving at the compound the SEALs, together with bin Laden’s corpse, were on their way to Afghanistan. They were two minutes under schedule.


No country wanted the body, so it was dumped, after the appropriate Muslim rites, in the Arabian Sea.


And so the long manhunt was over. Bin Laden’s last words to his wife were, “Don’t turn on the light.” He died as he had lived. In darkness.




BLACK HAWK DOWN


Task Force Ranger, Somalia, 1993


No one would accuse Somalia, stuck out on the Horn of Africa, of being kindly treated by fate. Sometimes nature takes a malevolent hand, and droughts cause mass starvation. When nature is not giving Somalia a hard time, humans do; the modern history of Somalia is a story of dictatorship and anarchy. And just sometimes nature and mankind conspire to give Somalia Hell on Earth.


The 1990s were one of those Apocalypses. In January 1991, the Somalian president Mohammed Siad Barre was overthrown by a motley collection of clans; in the Somalian capital, Mogadishu, a city of a million people, the main rebel group was the United Somali Congress, which was anything but united. One armed faction was led by Ali Mahdi Muhammad, who took the presidency; the other faction was led by Mohammed Farrah Aidid. The factions fell to shooting each other and everything, and as if to prove you can’t have too much of a bad thing, four (at least) other groups fought for Somalia’s soul. Severe fighting caused the deaths of tens of thousands of Somalis; it also destroyed the country’s agriculture. Thus yet more Somalis died, this time from starvation; between 1991 and 1992 an estimated 300,000 Somalis perished from lack of food.


Under the aegis of the UN, the international community flew in food. A favourite get-rich-quick tactic of the Somalian warlords was to hijack the aid convoys. While the UN considered that most of Somalia’s would-be dictators could be reasoned with and obliged into a ceasefire, Aidid was the recalcitrant, and refused to give up banditry and war. Neither was Aidid too fussed about whom he slew; on 5 June 1993, twenty-four Pakistani UN peacekeepers in Somalia were ambushed and killed by militia loyal to the “warlord” Mohammed Farrah Aidid and his Habr Gidr clan, the mainstay of the so-called Somalia National Alliance. An exasperated UN passed Security Council Resolution 837 ordering that those responsible for the attack on the peacekeepers should be brought to justice. To this end, US Special Operations Command formed a Task Force dedicated to the capture of Aidid: Task Force Ranger.


Two months later Task Force Ranger landed at Mogadishu airport. Task Force Ranger consisted primarily of Special Forces Operational Detachment Delta Operators and US Army Rangers from 3rd Battalion, 75th Ranger Regiment. It worked out of hangars at the airport.


On 3 October 1993, Operation Gothic Serpent was Task Force Ranger’s seventh mission; it was an attempt to capture some of Mohammed Farrah Aidid’s right-hand men. According to US Air Force Sergeant Dan Schilling, attached to Task Force Ranger:


At approximately 1430 hours on 3 October we received Intel that two targets from our primary hit list were meeting near the Olympic Hotel in the Black Sea district. The Black Sea was adjacent to the Bakara Market, one of the largest arms markets in East Africa, and was saturated with Somali National Alliance (SNA) regulars and sympathizers. The plan was the typical template used on our other raids; helis with Ranger blocking forces and assaulters departed separately for the target followed by our ground reaction force (GRF) convoy as an exfil platform for the “precious cargo” (PC) and all task force personnel. Aside from the challenging target location, right in the middle of town, this raid was mostly indistinguishable from the previous raids we’d conducted.


The GRF on this day was comprised of seven Kevlar armoured High Mobility Multipurpose Wheeled Vehicles [known to everybody from grunt to general as “Humvees”], and three five-ton trucks. The convoy was manned by Rangers, assaulters, SEALs, and me as the combat controller. I was located in my usual spot, the C2 vehicle, third in the order of march. My job, as usual, was to provide mobile command, control, and communications in addition to fire support direction for the convoy or other forces as needed.


The “targets” were Abdi “Qeybid” Hassan Awale, Aidid’s putative interior minister and Omar Salad, Aidid’s main political adviser. The Bakara Market was, indeed, a “challenging location”, as Private First Class Mike Kurth, a Radio Telephone Operator (RTO) with First Platoon, Bravo Company of the Ranger Battalion, on that day describes.


We had all heard about the Bakara Market before. It was dead in the center of Aidid’s territory – which meant that everyone who lived in that area supported Aidid. On all of our previous missions we had dealt with only a few bad guys at a time. We’d gone in and done our jobs in the midst of a lot of curious onlookers. In that sense, we’d just been practising riot control. This was going to be a lot different. We all knew it without talking about it. Everyone in the Bakara Market would either have a weapon or the ability to get a weapon. Watson told us that we could very likely see some action on this one. I don’t think anyone knew what to say to that. We knew the drill.


The plan was for the “D-boys” (Delta Force) to go in first and hit the building on Hawlwadig Road, and capture the “precious cargo”. Once they were inside, the four Ranger squads (“chalks”) from Bravo Company were to fast rope in and set up a defensive perimeter around the target block. The four chalks were to be flown to the target by MH-60 Black Hawk helicopters; the Delta operatives were to be inserted by MH-6 Little Birds. Other helicopters carried back-up, Combat Search and Rescue, and the Command and Control (C2) team; Delta Force’s Lieutenant-Colonel Garry Harrell was to oversee the ground op, while Lieutenant-Colonel Tom Matthews co-ordinated the 116 Special Operations Aviation Regiment (SOAR) heli pilots.


At 3.32 p.m. an aerial armada of seventeen choppers lifted off from Mogadishu airport for the three-minute flight to the Bakara Market. On board were the Delta and Ranger assault forces. An Orion navy spy plane circled high overhead. Down on the ground the nine Humvees and three five-ton flatbed trucks of the Ground Reaction Force Convoy, commanded by Ranger Lieutenant-Colonel Danny McKnight, growled their way downtown. The whole raid was projected to take thirty to forty-five minutes tops. As things turned out, it turned out to be the longest night.


As they neared the target, the men in the helicopters could see that the Somalis were burning tyres in the streets. Lighted rubber mixed with animal dung was the Somali militia’s standard roadblock. Staff Sergeant Matt Eversmann was leader of Chalk Four, responsible for blocking the north-west corner of the building. At the “one minute signal” Eversmann, flying in a Black Hawk given the call sign “Super 67”, put on his goggles and Kevlar helmet and moved to his rope. The chopper steadied itself over the insertion point, clouds of “brownout” whipped up by the rotor blades. Eversmann heard his pilot say, “I can’t see shit”.


The four AH-6 Little Birds had already disgorged their D-boys. For what seemed like ten minutes but can only have been seconds, Eversmann’s Black Hawk hung in the swirling dirty air; then the Rangers were told to throw out their ropes. The rest of Eversmann’s chalk consisted of Staff Sergeant Jeff McLaughlin, Forward Observer or Fire Support Officer (FO); Specialist Jason Moore, the Radio Telephone Operator; Specialist Kevin Snodgrass, machine gunner; Private First Class Todd Blackburn, ammo bearer; First Sergeant Glenn Harris and Sergeant Scott Galentine, riflemen; Specialists Adalberto Rodriguez and Dave Diemer, Squad Automatic Weapon gunners; and Privates First Class Anton Berendsen and Marc Good, 40mm grenadiers.


As he swung onto the rope 70 feet above the ground, Eversmann was told the bad news that Super 67 was two or three blocks from the assigned position:


As I started my descent I was looking up toward the belly of the helicopter. I wanted to make sure I knew the direction of flight and therefore the target. I remember the air was so cloudy and thick with dust, and without the benefit of eye protection it was hard for me to see. The seventeen other aircraft also stirred up debris, so it was no wonder we couldn’t see anything. Bless those pilots for holding our Black Hawk steady while we were on the way down. Despite my leather gloves, the nylon of the rope made my hands burn, so I looked down to see how much farther it was to the ground. It seemed like I was on the rope forever.


When I saw the ground, my heart sank. At the bottom of the rope was a crumpled tan-clad body. My God, someone’s been shot? Who is it? And is he dead? Were the first thoughts through my head. That was my first real feeling of fear, a feeling of helplessness, as if I couldn’t defend myself. I had always thought that making a combat parachute jump must be as scary as hell since you are floating down into harm’s way, watching a firefight in a hot drop zone all the while. This was as close as I got to what the situation must feel like, except I couldn’t see or hear any shots. Thank the Lord, I finally got my feet on the ground, literally straddling the body. The medics were already working on him. It was Todd Blackburn. As I made a quick check for the rest of the men it dawned on me that we were under fire.


We were in the middle of a four-way intersection and were taking fire from the north, the east and the west. The fire wasn’t that accurate at first but, unlike during previous missions, the Somalis were not just spraying their weapons at us with reckless abandon; this time they were aiming. The objective was only a few blocks to our south, but . . . we wouldn’t be making the movement to the objective as quickly as we had planned.


Private Good was busy giving first aid to Blackburn. I couldn’t believe that Blackburn was even close to being alive. He was bleeding out of his mouth, nose and ears, and his body was horribly contorted. It was one of those surreal moments – there would be many more that day – and one that never in my wildest imagination would I have thought I would witness. Good and another medic had opened Blackburn’s airway and were stabilizing his neck when the fire started to get heavier. As I checked the intersection to see where the men were, I realised that we had definitely landed right in the middle of the worst part of town, and the Somalis seemed none too pleased with our intrusion. As I checked the men I asked my RTO to call the commander, Captain Steele, to give him a sit rep and request an immediate extraction. All Specialist Moore got was nothing – no response, no acknowledgement. We had no communications with headquarters.


My first thirty seconds as the leader of Chalk Four sucked, plain and simple. We were in the wrong spot, had no commo, had an urgent casualty, and were being shot at from three directions. Things were going south in a hurry. The good news was that the Rangers from Chalk Four were performing phenomenally. I had no combat experience other than the previous missions, but watching them fight was a thing of beauty. They hit the ground running and were doing their job. We were dealt a bad hand of cards, but what really amazed me was just how fast the Somalis started to fight. It seemed that we were on the ground for a few seconds and then bam – the heavens opened up with small-arms fire. It really was like the movies, with the dust kicking up in the road as a hail of bullets ripped open the dirt. It was actually kind of wild to watch.


Contrary to what Eversmann initially assumed, Blackburn hadn’t been hit by incoming; he’d missed the rope and fallen 70 feet. Eversmann ordered Blackburn to be moved to the east of the intersection, where he set up a command post. With the RTO’s radio still “fucked” (a wire had broken during the rope-descent), Eversmann tried his own hand-held radio. By shouting, Eversmann got through to nearby Delta medics, who came running over, ducking bullets. They looked at Blackburn and told Eversmann that the wounded man needed to be extracted “right now or he’s gonna die”.


Eversmann ordered Sergeant Casey Joyce to arrange an aid and litter team to carry Blackburn to the target building, where he could be picked up by the ground convoy. All the while, the Somalis laid down withering fire. They seemed to be without number. When one was neutralized, another popped up to take his place. To Eversmann’s incredulity, the Somalis came on to the perimeter; they would not stay back unless forced by weight and accuracy of fire.


Then Berendsen took a round to the arm; as Eversmann bandaged him up, Berendsen continued to fire his M203 grenade launcher, manipulating the weapon with just one hand.


Scott Galentine was hit in the hand, and rushed across the street to Eversmann who hurriedly applied a field dressing, and told him to keep it above his heart. Ten seconds later Kevin Snodgrass was hit. Fire was coming from everywhere, as crowds of people rampaged around, the gunmen mingled in with pedestrians, sometimes using them as shields.


By now the RTO had established comms. About the first thing he heard on the command net was that Black Hawk Super 61 was down.


Super 61 was piloted by Chief Warrant Officer Cliff Wolcott. He was flying the bird low over the target area at speeds down to fifty knots to allow the Delta snipers and the two crew chiefs, Dowdy and Warren, to select targets. Big and slow, the bird made a plump target for a Somali militiaman called Little Ears with his RPG launcher. The grenade hit Super 61, causing a massive jolt; for a brief welcome second all seemed okay. Then the helicopter began to shudder violently. Wolcott made a last radio transmission with a cool laconicism that became legendary, “61 going down”.


The helicopter skittered down the sky, clipped the side of a house, tipped forward and crashed head first into an alley a few blocks from the target house on Hawlwadig Road. Nobody on the ground could believe it. Nobody could believe that a Black Hawk could be shot down. The big birds were the great protector in the sky.


Chief Warrant Officer Keith Jones was about the first to recover his wits, immediately screaming his MH-6 Little Bird, call sign Star 41, down low over the teeming alleyways to search for the downed Black Hawk. He located it within minutes, daringly landing his Little Bird in the same street. As he landed, a Delta operator from the wrecked Black Hawk ran up, an arm hanging limply by his side. “I need help,” he said. Jones scrambled out, a pistol in his hand, and followed him to the wreck, popping off the gun as they went. The other surviving Delta sniper was badly wounded. They pulled him to the side of the street. All around bullets were pinging.


Almost in the same instant that Jones reached the crash site the first Delta operators and Rangers, led by Chalk One’s Lieutenant DiTomosso, arrived. Like Jones, DiTomosso had determined on a personal mercy mission to aid the stricken Black Hawk. Having fought his way along two blocks from the target building to the crash site, DiTomosso narrowly missed being shot by CWO Karl Maier, the co-pilot of the Little Bird Star 41, who was firing off at anything moving with a hand gun. Now there were boots on the ground, the air commander in the C2 helicopter ordered Little Bird 41 to evacuate the wounded Delta operators.


Jones and Maier evacuated SSG Busch and SGT Smith, though SSG Busch later died of his injuries.


No sooner had CWO Jones got his Little Bird airborne than the CSAR helicopter, Super 68, came whomp-whomp-whomp above the crash site, then hovered 30 feet above the ground. The medics roped-down like their pants were on fire. In the adrenaline excitement almost all forgot their kit bags; there was a delay as the kit bags were heaved out. As the last men started their descent, Super 68’s pilot, Dan Jollata, felt the aircraft stagger. An RPG round hit plum on the left side.


The accompanying Little Birds confirmed on the radio: “You have been hit. Behind your engines. Be advised you are smoking”.


Some of the CSAR team were still on their ropes. Somehow Jollata kept the Black Hawk hovering in position until they reached the ground. As soon as the last man hit the ground, Super 68 roared away, Jollata radioing: “All systems are normal right now, just a little whine in the rotor system. I think I can make it back to the field.”


On a rotor and a prayer, Jollata nursed the helicopter low across the city, its progress marked by a thin tail of grey smoke. As he cleared the boundary fence of the airport, Jollata radioed for emergency crews. Then he put the helicopter hard down on the floor.


There was a kind of mayhem now at the target and crash site. Told to break his holding pattern north of Mogadishu, and provide air cover for men in the Bakara Market, Chief Warrant Officer Mike Durrant, pilot of Black Hawk Super 64, could see Rangers hunkered down and Somalis running everywhere along the main streets and intersecting alleyways as they tried to get at the US forces.


Only minutes after taking up orbit over the Bakara Market, Durrant’s Black Hawk was hit in the tail by an RPG round. Chunks of metal and a mist of oil spewed out. Despite the damage the Black Hawk seemed to handle normally. Then Durrant felt tremors as the engine ran dry. An almighty bang signalled the end of the crankshaft. The Black Hawk began to spin. Durrant succeeded in shutting down one engine, and throttling the other to half power, and the rate of spin slowed sufficiently for him to bring the nose up before impact. “Going in hard! Going in hard!” Durrant shouted into his radio.


Super 64 crashed upright on top of a hut in the Wadigley shanty town, about a mile from the target building. Durrant and his co-pilot blacked out. The time was 4.40 p.m.


Flying just behind Super 64 was Mike Goffena’s Super 62 Black Hawk. Making a low pass over the crashed bird, Goffena saw movement in its cockpit. There were survivors; that was the good news. The bad news was the crowds of Somalis converging on the crashed Black Hawk. Goffena radioed for permission to insert two of the Delta snipers he had aboard down on the ground, but he was told by Harrell in the C2 to wait. To keep the Somalis at bay, Goffena and two accompanying Little Birds made repeated, urgent gun runs. But they could not stop the tide of people. One of the Little Bird pilots reported:


We’ve got to get some ground folks down here or we’re not going to be able to keep them off. There are not enough people left on board the aircraft to be able to do it.


From the C2 Harrell decided to put in the Delta snipers aboard Goffena’s helicopter. When the two Delta-boys reached the cockpit of Super 64, they found Durrant and his co-pilot each with a broken leg. The Delta operatives helped Durrant out of the cockpit and sat him down on the right-hand side of the helicopter, where he squeezed off rounds from a 9mm MP-5K machine-pistol every time a Somali appeared. To the US forces in Somalia the locals were “Skinnies”; and an MP-5K was a “Skinny-Popper”. There were a lot of “Skinnies” clamouring to get at the downed Black Hawk, and not all the popping from Durrant’s machine-pistol or the rest of the small arms carried by the survivors could keep them back.


Super 62 and the two Little Birds kept making passes firing wildly into the crowd. Almost every time the three helicopters swung down, an RPG round snaked up. On one pass over the crash site, Goffena saw one of the Delta operators shot. He radioed to Harrell in the C2 that the crash site had “no security right now”.


As Goffena was making a banking turn, there was a bang. A bang louder than a Goffena could ever believe could be made. All the Black Hawk’s screens went blank. Goffena himself was momentarily deafened by the RPG blast. As his hearing returned, Goffena could hear the screams of the emergency alarms going off, telling him that the engine was dead.


He looked across at his co-pilot, who was slumped forward in his seat. “This is it,” thought Gofenna, “we’re going down”. Suddenly, his co-pilot sat up and started shouting grid co-ordinates. They were just 20 feet above a row of electricity poles. Goffena pulled back on the control stick. To his delight, the Black Hawk responded and the aircraft lumbered forward. He could see a Humvee driving towards him, and touched the helicopter down with barely a bump.


By now the Somalis were almost on top of Durrant’s Black Hawk. On the left-hand side of the downed chopper the surviving Delta commando was trying to hold off the Somalis. At length Durrant, on the other side of the wreck, heard a splatter of heavy incoming fire. There was a moan of pain, then silence from the operative. This left Durrant as the sole survivor.


Durrant ran out of ammunition. Some Somalis cautiously came along the side of the craft; Durrant lay his exhausted pistol on his chest and prepared to die. When they saw he was defenceless, the Somalis ran wildly forward and started stripping him, beating and kicking him all the while. Salvation came in the unlikely form of a local militia leader, Mo’Alim, who realized that Durrant was worth more alive than dead.


While the Black Hawks had been going down, the Ground Reaction Force had been making its way to the target building on Hawlwadig Road. At 4.02 p.m, shortly after arrival, a trio of Humvees containing Rangers, SEALs and Delta-boys had been detailed off to take Todd Blackburn back to base. They made it, after a running fight all the way that took the life of Sergeant Pilla, killed by a round to the head. Meanwhile, the rest of the GRF loaded up the twenty-four Somali prisoners, as well as the Ranger and Delta wounded from the assault force. And then everything started to go wrong. Harrell, the Delta colonel in the command helicopter, instructed the convoy, instead of returning to base, to go through Mogadishu’s maze of narrow streets to rescue Wolcott and the crew of Super 61. They soon got lost, and came under withering fire. A babel of directions from the helicopters above confused the ground convoy drivers.


Uniform 64, this is Romeo 64. Next right. Next right! Alleyway! Alleyway!


They just missed their turn.


Take the next available right, Uniform.


Be advised they are coming under heavy fire.


Goddamn it, stop! Goddamn it, stop!


Right turn! Right turn!You’re taking fire! Hurry up!


To make a bad thing worse, the drivers’ inexperience led them to stop at each intersection for the vehicles behind to catch up. All that actually happened was that the following vehicles got “bottlenecked” and caught in crossfire. In the C2 Humvee, US Air Force Sergeant Dan Schilling grumbled to himself: “We’re going to keep driving around until we’re all fucking dead”.


Having travelled around in a circle, the convoy then lumbered to the block where Matt Eversmann’s chalk was pinned down. Eversmann was delighted to see them. He made sure Blackburn, the rest of the wounded and all men were aboard the Humvees then clambered in himself. Losing his balance, he fell flat on his back and lay there like an inverted turtle unable to right himself. He had to wait until the vehicle stopped at a four-way intersection before he could scramble up and get off. Then, recalled Eversmann:


The next thing I knew, I was kneeling behind a Humvee with a wounded Ranger on the ground, his head resting on my knees. One of my team leaders, Sergeant Casey Joyce, had been shot. He had been with Telscher across the street from me and was engaging the enemy down the road to the right when he was hit. Unfortunately, as Casey had been engaging the enemy to the right of the vehicles, he had been hit by a bullet from the unprotected side. Despite the Kevlar vest he was wearing, the round entered his body right under his arm where it was not covered by the vest. This was the first life-threatening gunshot wound I had ever seen. The wound was small, almost the size of my pinky nail. So small, in fact, that I almost overlooked it as we tried to assess its severity. Jim and I followed the first aid procedures just as we had been taught. It’s going to be okay; it’s going to be fine, I told myself. Casey did not seem to be in any pain, and he did not move or make any sound; he just looked up at me. As I tried to reassure him, Jim and I frantically worked on the wound to his chest. I had no idea what was happening around us until the senior medic bent over and checked Casey’s vital signs. He already knew. He checked the vital signs and told us to put the litter on the vehicle. I don’t think it registered with me that one of my men had just been killed. Nothing in my training had prepared me for that. There is nothing that can replicate that feeling of loss. But the reality of the events all around me kicked back in.


Checking that no one was left on the street, Eversmann boarded another Humvee. Someone screamed at him; it was Sergeant Chris Schlief, the Humvee’s machine gunner. Eversmann had landed on his ankle as he jumped in. Looking down, Eversmann saw also that he was partly lying on a dead Ranger. Then they came under attack, yet again. Eversmann recalled:


The sound of metal being torn apart was deafening. Much like the sound of a burst from miniguns, you know that something real bad had just happened when you hear it. We had just driven through an ambush and some vehicles were hit by small-arms fire and rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs). It was so loud that it hurt. I saw a Humvee behind us swerve and pass us on the right as we came to a screeching halt just past an intersection. There were soldiers wounded and lying in the street. One of our Humvees had been hit by a rocket, and the men riding in the back had been literally blown out of the vehicle. Several of us immediately jumped from the convoy to help the wounded. As I started to climb out from the back of my Humvee, I watched as a Somali pipe grenade landed between one of our wounded Rangers and my vehicle. It looked like one of those old World War II potato mashers that the Germans used. Regardless of who made it, it was going to hurt. There was no place to go. The vehicle was stopped, and there was this grenade right in front of me. I tucked in my head and waited behind the tailgate. A couple of seconds later there was a puff of white smoke, and that was it. It was a dud. What a lucky bastard.


We began to take care of the wounded, but the bad news was that we were still pretty much in the kill zone. All we could do was move the wounded to a good vehicle, police all our equipment, and get ready to move again. Most of the men in the vehicles were engaging the enemy, while those on the ground attended to the wounded. We began to take heavy gunfire from down a street. In one of those vivid moments, I watched Sergeant Aaron Weaver appear out of nowhere and toss a grenade with the grace and accuracy of a Nolan Ryan fast ball. It was awesome. Like Berendsen’s one-handed M-2013 shot back at the blocking position, Weaver threw that grenade with all the confidence of a major leaguer, and the grenade sailed right in the direction of the firing. The grenade detonated after a few seconds, buying us some time to load our casualties onto the remaining vehicles.


How many Rangers were wounded? I had no idea. All I knew was that we were taking fire from every direction and were in a fight for our lives. We had lost a vehicle or two in the ambush. In concert, all the Rangers on the ground were taking care of business. Watching men like Weaver jump into the mix was so reassuring to us all. We were reacting to the events all around us and doing, like the old Shaker adage, “the next thing”. In this case the next thing was taking care of our casualties, policing all our men and equipment, and fighting the enemy with all our might, though not always in that order.


It wasn’t too long after we began moving again that we ran into yet another ambush. Again, the wretched sound of metal crashing through metal slapped me back to the moment. We stopped and had to begin another round of fighting, aiding the wounded, and policing the battlefield.


Eversmann recalled that the Somali battle tactics were crude, yet effective:


They would race down both sides of the street, turn toward the center, and start pulling the trigger, waiting for us to drive through the wall of bullets. Macabre would be the adjective that best describes this tactic. There was no way of telling how many of their own people they killed. I could only focus on the right side of the street, and I knew that the Rangers on the other side of the vehicle were doing the same. The only person that I remember being in the vehicle with me was Sergeant Marc Luhman. He was sitting in the front passenger seat, riding shotgun. As we raced down the street, we were following an unwritten rule: pull the trigger faster than the bad guy. With the window down, I had to contort my body in order to get a good shot. Because I wanted to engage the enemy to the front, I decided that I would open the door and lean out. That way I was not restricted by the door frame and would have more room to traverse my barrel. Plus, being a right-handed shooter, it would give me more room. Good initiative, bad judgement.


The Somali militiamen had plenty of time for their scattershot tactic; the convoy was going slower than the Somalis could run along.


With the convoy hopelessly lost and unable to get through to the first crash site, Lieutenant-Colonel Danny McKnight, the Ranger battalion commander, radioed Harrell: “We’ve got a lot of casualties that are almost impossible to move. Quite a few casualties. Getting to the crash site will be awful tough. Are pinned down.”


Lieutenant-Colonel Harrell insisted McKnight continue to the crash site. But McKnight called back: “Gotta get these casualties out of here ASAP.”


As the Lost Convoy began making its way back to base, an emergency convoy, the “Quick Reaction Force”, was dispatched to rescue the crew of Durant’s Black Hawk. Raleigh Cash, twenty-two-year-old sergeant from Bravo Company, had scrambled “as much ammo as possible” on to his Humvee: two crates of 5.56, two more of .50 calibre and about 150 rounds for the Squad Automatic Weapon. As well as his CAR-15-2-3, he carried as his personal armoury a Remington 870 sawn-off shotgun and two hand grenades.


Going out into the city, the convoy soon encountered roadblocks of burning tyres. As 3rd Platoon’s Forward Observer, Cash had access to the heli common, the helicopter common net, and was trying to get the Little Birds to give them directions. However:


When I did get directions from the helicopter, I would tell Lieutenant Moores, who would tell Sergeant Struecker, who was up in the lead vehicle; but by the time it got to him, it was too late – we had missed the turn. We’d get turned around and have to drive right back through the area we’d just received fire from. I’d yell to take the left, and the lead vehicle would miss it. I can’t tell you how many times we did this. It seemed like a hundred.


To try and even the odds, the driver of Cash’s Humvee drove along with his right hand on the wheel and his left hand out of the window firing off shots. After constant missed turns, they joined up with McKnight’s ground convoy, which was on its way back to the base, on the National Road. Cash:


That’s when a Somali jumped out from behind one of the stone walls and shot an RPG at the vehicle in front of us. Milliman slammed into the back of the stopped Humvee. All of us got smashed up inside, bouncing our heads off things. I remember looking at my strangely oriented pinky and thinking it might be broken. I grabbed some electrical tape off my web gear and taped it up in case it started swelling. I then went back to pulling security on the vehicle.


The RPG blew a lot of sand into our vehicle, and it was hazy for a second. I couldn’t tell if we were being fired at or not. I couldn’t really hear anything – my ears were ringing. Then it cleared up and we started moving again. We had to drive some crazy crisscross pattern back toward the hangar – turn left here, turn right here – to avoid the burning roadblocks and piles of debris. We started receiving fire again, and this time they were shooting from the windows, from the alleyways, the doors, everywhere. I could hear the alleyways erupting like crazy as we were going past them. We were picking off onesies and twosies as best we could, discriminating among those who had a weapon and those who didn’t. We were still following the rules of engagement as written. But as we were driving farther it was getting crazier; more and more people were coming out. I was seeing more and more weapons and fewer and fewer civilians until it seemed we were engaging everybody. There were so many of them. I recall hitting another roadblock and having to back up to go around it. Finally, as we got closer to the airfield, the fire began letting up a little bit. The vehicles in front of us were still firing sporadically, engaging targets as best they could. I think at this point the very front of the convoy was getting hit hard, but by the time we got to their position, it was only sporadic fire.


I remember pulling back into the airfield and it was like we had crossed an imaginary line to safety. As soon as we crossed that line everything stopped and it was quiet. It went from crazy noise and shooting and RPGs blowing up all around us and people yelling out directions and orders to – nothing. You could hear some chatter on the radio but it was only background noise.


The time was 5.45 p.m. The convoy unloaded the wounded, and repaired the vehicles as best as they could. Out in the city there were some ninety Rangers and Delta-boys utterly stranded, and all falling back on the first crash site for mutual protection. RTO Mike Kurth was one of the Rangers who had to fight his way block-by-block to the wreck of Wolcott’s craft. Kurth’s chalk moved in single file on either side of the street, constantly scanning for hostiles. As well as operating the radio, Kurth was pulling security. Private First Class Neathery was Chalk Three’s M60 machine gunner. To the Rangers an M60 was “the Pig”, because of the grunting noise it made when firing. Kurth:


I squeezed off a couple of bursts. I heard Neathery fire a burst, so I got up and ran back to him and covered his rear. I had just turned around to cover Neathery when he fired, his muzzle right next to my left ear. The last thing sergeant Watson wanted was a radio telephone operator who couldn’t hear.


Our chalk was pretty much intact. The only casualty was Sergeant Boren, and he was walking wounded. I looked ahead at the next corner, and the battle going on there was incredibly fierce. I looked to our rear and saw a small road – more like an alley than anything else. If we had continued on the major road, we would have gone straight into the alley, but instead, in order to get closer to the crash site, we’d taken a left. I noticed that the road we were on had a slight elevation to it, which gave us a slight advantage, but at the same time it was crowned, so it was hard to get a really clear field of vision all the way across the street.


Our chalk and part of the CO’s chalk were all within about a block of each other. We were in a kind of U-shaped courtyard. To our rear was a house with a small patio, and to our front was a pretty large intersection. The fiercest part of the battle was taking place there. The volume of fire had grown so intense that it had been a little while since anyone had crossed the street. In our immediate area the major threat was coming from a small road that veered away from the crash site – somehow the enemy had managed to backtrack away from us and had found small alleys to make their way down the road that led to our chalk. We were between them and the crash site, but we didn’t know exactly how close our position was to it.


Moving cautiously along the street, Chalk Three reached an intersection. Here one of the Delta operators took a round to the head. Kurth saw his head snap back, and blood spray onto the wall behind. Another Delta operator pulled him to safety. Someone screamed into the radio for an aerial medevac. This was refused. The streets around the Bakara Market were now deemed too dangerous for a helicopter to land in.


Kurth was crouching beside Neathery when the machine-gunner was hit. Errico took over the M60, then he, too, was hit. Someone had a bead on the machine gun. The chalk fired off a light anti-tank weapon. The respite it brought lasted barely minutes.


Moving over to help their medic, Doc Strauss, Kurth noticed a trail of smoke out of the corner of his eye. It was an old-fashioned “pineapple grenade”. He yelled a warning and they all dived to the ground. Kurth felt the earth hit in the chest. He staggered to his knees, coughing up dirt. Miraculously, only one of the chalk had been hurt, taking shrapnel to the leg. Kurth concluded that the grenades had been so close that the main blast had risen above their prone bodies.


By now it was getting dark, and they were almost at the crash site. Sergeant Watson decided to take over a house on the street, where the medics set up a Casualty Clearing Point (CCP). By coincidence, members of Chalk One had also taken up position in the house. Occasionally, Kurth heard Little Birds making gun runs; on one occasion the Little Birds “neutralized” a party of thirty Somalis carrying an RPG approaching Kurth’s position.


When the sun went down, another mission to rescue the stranded men was set up. To the relief of the Americans, the Malaysian and Pakistani components of the UN peacekeeping force agreed to help. Both had armour; the Pakistanis had four American M-28 tanks and the Malaysians had thirty-eight Russian BTR Armoured Personnel carriers. What the Malaysians and Pakistanis did not have was uniform comms, so it was decided that the Malaysians would provide the drivers and gunners for their APCs but that the infantry carried would be Americans, from the 10th Mountain Division, and each vehicle would have a US Army radio set. Meanwhile, the Pakistanis were reluctant to use their M-28s to smash the burning-tyre roadblocks; they would only agree to clear the obstacles immediately outside the base, then they would fall back behind the column leaders.


Several hours later, at 11.23 p.m. the new convoy left for the Mogadishu badlands. According to Sergeant Raleigh Cash there were roadblocks at every intersection, and “it was a moving firefight, pretty much a non-stop engagement, all night long”. Cash’s Humvee lost radio and visual contact with the vehicle behind. Then drove past the smoking, flaming hull of one of the Malaysian APCs.


Among the vehicles caught in a Somali RPG ambush was the APC carrying Lieutenant AB Hollis, a platoon commander 2nd Battalion, 14th Infantry, 10th Mountain Division. Hollis and his men were going to have one very long, dark night indeed, as Hollis recalled:


My vehicle was struck a moment later in the engine compartment (the front right-hand side of the vehicle). The blast felt like someone had lifted the vehicle up and was trying to balance it on a pedestal. The vehicle teetered back and forth a bit, I heard a high-pitched ring, and the smell of an explosion filled the compartment.


The 1st Squad leader called from the lead vehicle, saying his vehicle was hit and requesting guidance. I instructed him to get out of the vehicle and establish security. I was going to do the same. When I opened the door and got out, I realised we were on our own. Looking back the direction we had traveled, I saw a long upward sloping hill with no one behind us. Green tracers and RPG rounds were hitting all around us.


At this point, I turned back to my RTO, and we moved to a building east of the vehicle and occupied some low ground on the south side. I still did not want to believe we were alone. I made contact with the squad leader and told him to stay in his security position. I told him that my group was going to move north, back up the hill, and try to reestablish contact with the rest of the company. Low ground and the buildings were blocking all radio transmissions.


I led my platoon headquarters group with the engineer team north past two buildings, attempting to gain sight of the company. Small arms fire began to intensify from the direction of travel farther up the hill. The M60 gunner engaged targets from the corner of what appeared to be some sort of garage. All he was actually doing, however, was drawing fire; every time he engaged someone, the RPG fires into our location intensified. I instructed the gunner to engage only identified targets to limit the RPG fires and not to suppress the area. He said that he was only engaging identifiable targets and that there were a lot of people up the road.


With the enemy fires getting even worse as we pulled away from the squad leader in the security position, and with the fear of the enemy coming in between my divided forces, I decided to return to the original location. Before moving out, I heard the clearing of a weapon on the other side of the wall. I pulled out a grenade, pulled the pin, flipped the thumb clip, and threw the grenade. There was no explosion. I pulled out another grenade, repeated the arming process, released pressure from the spoon, and the spoon did not fly off. The tape we used to silence the grenade rings had left small strands that kept the grenade from arming. I then pulled the spoon off and threw the grenade, and a huge explosion followed. The weapon noise stopped.


Throughout the entire movement, the RTO kept trying unsuccessfully to initiate radio contact. About fifteen minutes from the time of the ambush, I led the element back to the original security position and reestablished a secure perimeter. An M60 assistant gunner, in his haste to leave the vehicle, had left behind his gear and additional ammunition, and I sent him back to recover it.


When he returned, the Malaysians in the vehicle apparently decided they were going to exit the vehicles as well and join our perimeter. When they came running from the vehicles, the M60 gunner, catching their movement out of the corner of his eye, spun with the M60 and engaged. Luckily for the Malaysians, this spinning movement caused the M60 to double feed, and they were not shot.


One previously injured Malaysian dived right on top of me. I pushed him off me and over to my RTO, telling the RTO to bandage him up. At this point, my unit was still under heavy fire, and I decided we had to get inside a building to survive. I asked the engineer squad leader if he could make a hole in a wall (pointing to the wall), and he assured me he could. I then contacted the squad leader, telling him my plan was to blow a hole in the compound he was backed up against and establish security positions inside. He was to make sure he had no personnel beyond the corner of the wall.


Once I received confirmation that all his personnel were out of the direct blast radius, the charge was set. It had a forty-two-second time fuse, which seemed to burn forever, and I in my haste looked up just as the blast went off, receiving a chunk of concrete in my face. The PVS-7As I was wearing took the brunt of the blast. The device’s optics tube bent sideways, and I had only a small cut above my right eyebrow.


Everything on the battlefield seemed to go quiet after the blast, as if it had surprised the Somali gunmen. The blast was so large that it not only made a hole in the wall but knocked down the wall and a small building on the other side. The squad leader reported that part of the wall on his side had come down on his soldiers as well. (Next time, I will specify how large a hole I want.)


In the quiet after the blast, I figured someone would have to make the initial entry, and all my soldiers were pulling security. So I jumped up, sprinted across the street, and entered the compound, firing at the house I was entering. No fire was returned. I then called the squad into the compound to establish a more defensible perimeter.


We formed two mutually supporting battle positions. The squad was oriented south, west and east. The engineers and an M60 team were oriented north, west and east.


The RTO and the Malaysians also entered the compound. The RTO continued to work to establish voice communications. He put up the long whip antenna and tried different nets. The Malaysians were placed in the hallway toward the rear of the building. The squad’s combat lifesaver began working on the injured Malaysians while I checked security.


Two adults and several children who were in the house positioned themselves in the back room, and we left them alone. I figured we had done enough, blowing up their home and occupying it as a defensive position.


Then screams of pain were reported, coming from the lead APC, apparently from a wounded Malaysian who had been left behind. I told a team leader to go out there and get the man. Without concern for his own life, he ran back into the kill zone and retrieved the mortally wounded soldier and attended to his wounds. (This act earned him a Bronze Star with Valor device.)


Returning to the RTO, I found that he still had not been able to contact anyone on any net. In my frustration, I pulled the PRC-77 radio out of the rucksack, took off all secure devices, and transmitted in the red. The battalion commander’s voice was the first I heard, and this was the most calming influence I had that night. He said, “Keep doing what you’re doing. You’re alive, and I will work on getting you out.”


The battalion commander then told me to drop down to the Company C net and make contact with the commander. I did so, and the captain and I conducted recognition procedures. I shot a red star cluster so he could see how far away I was, and he shot a green one. We agreed that we were about one kilometer apart. He then informed me that he would work on getting his company down toward our location once he had completed the search of the crash site, and that we should stay put.


While I was speaking to him, an AH-1 Cobra helicopter flew over us. The battalion commander must have talked to someone and sent some fire support to our location. The Cobra flew east and started engaging targets a block or two away. This prompted me to place my M203 gunners on the roof of the building, and they engaged targets toward the east throughout the night.


During that time, Somalis continued to conduct sporadic attacks. Their favourite action was to stand off and lob RPGs at the compound. I counted no fewer than ten impacts in a one-minute period, and this kept up throughout the night.


Hollis and his men were not picked up until about 5 a.m. on 4 October.


While Hollis was holed up, the main rescue convoy had halted for nearly two hours midway between the two crash sites, pulling security on the alleyways and streets that fanned out from the main road. When they moved off, again the convoy split so as to cover both downed Black Hawks. The incoming became more and more intense. Cash used tracer rounds to locate targets for the machine gunners. A Pakistani tank accompanying them fired its main gun; it was the loudest noise the Tenth Mountain boys had ever heard. Reports started to come in from the Combat Search and Rescue teams that they were having problems cutting the body of CWO Cliff “Elvis” Wolcott out of the first downed Black Hawk.


At about 1.55 in the morning of 4 October the rescue convoy finally reached the trapped Ranger force around the crash site. In a thankful lull in fire from the Somalis, which reduced to pot shots and the odd burst from an AK-47, the bodies were finally cut out of the Black Hawk and the exfil organized.


Dawn brought fresh cares. As light filtered over the city, the firing regained momentum. But the convoy was now ready to roll home. Sergeant Raleigh Cash:


I told Specialist Milliman to back up our vehicle to get close to some of the guys who were running from their positions [towards the convoy]. We filled up the back of our Humvee. There must have been four or five guys in the back, maybe six. They jumped in, and grabbed some of the Kevlar that we had lying back there for added protection in case we hit a mine. While we stopped and the guys were hopping in, I started organizing who would shoot where – who had what. Everybody seemed to be working well together. As the ranking NCO, I was in charge of my vehicle.


I looked around and began to see the damage to the vehicles around us, to the city, the streets themselves, the buildings, and the bodies of the dead – the casualties taken by our opposition. There were quite a few on the ground in various positions around the vehicles. We found out that many Somalis had been a lot closer to us than we would have liked to believe. All night we’d been engaging targets that we could only guess at how close they were. Now, during the day, we could see them. Some bodies were as close as four or five metres away. In the night we’d fired at muzzle flashes or outlines of bodies; now we were seeing the result. The utter destruction to the city and the sheer number of Somalis that had been taken out by our fire-power was mind-numbing. As we pulled forward, it seemed like the city erupted on us again. Maybe they knew that we were leaving. The vehicles in front of us were shooting down alleyways, shooting everything that posed a threat.


RTO Mike Kurth, Ranger Chalk Three, was among those who had been stranded near the crash site. Exhausted, he’d fallen asleep in a sequestered house. On being woken up, he was told by Sergeant Watson:


All the APCs are filled with casualties, and some of the chalks, including the rest of us, are going to walk out beside the APCs and use them as cover. We’re going back the way we came. About four-fifths of a mile past the Olympic Hotel there is a secure intersection with more vehicles, and we will load up there.


The walk to the rally point on National Road went down in history as “the Mogadishu Mile”. Mike Kurth:


We were going out with guns blazing! If they were still hanging around by this time, you knew they were up to no good. There were about twenty-five of us out there fighting for our lives. I turned the corner and started laying down some heat. I got about six rounds off and my M-16 jammed. I yelled “Jam!” as loud as I could about three times and pulled back from the corner. I completely forgot I had traded my M-16 with Kent at some point in the night, and I didn’t know he had fired it so much. The carbon build-up had caused a double feed, a real nasty one. I couldn’t get the rounds out to save my life. I was slamming the butt of my weapon on the ground, trying to force the round out, but no luck. Finally the last guy told me to go, so I hauled ass across the street. I made it about halfway down the block before I stopped to try to unjam my weapon again. Nothing was working; those two rounds were so wedged in that I couldn’t pry them out. I needed to find someone carrying two weapons and fast. I couldn’t believe how badly this was going. It’s daylight, there’s no room on the APCs, we have to walk out, the APCs leave us, and now I’m running out of this thing naked with no weapon!


Crossing an intersection, Doc Strauss got hit, disappearing in an eruption of smoke. His ammo pouch had been hit and a flash bang grenade detonated. When the smoke cleared, Kurth saw Strauss get to his feet. Catching up with Sergeant Elliot, Kurth saw he had a spare M-16. Elliot gave him the spare, and Kurth immediately located a target and began to fire.


At one intersection they were held up by a sniper. Not for long, though; one of the Pakistani tanks fired off its main gun and the sniper was silent.


They reached the designated link-up position, where they were picked up by APCs and Humvees. Kurth kept the back door of the vehicle open with his foot looking for targets. But the people on the street barely looked at them. There were out of the battle zone. Ten minutes later, at 6.30 a.m., they pulled into the Pakistani Stadium.


The day of the Black Hawks Down was over. In all, eighteen US soldiers had been killed and seventy-three wounded. Somali dead were approximately five hundred, with more than a thousand injured.


Aidid bought Mike Durant from his original captors. After eleven days of negotiations, he was delivered to the Red Cross. He was the only member of Super 64 to come back alive.


Another casualty that day was American desire for military interventions abroad. TV footage of dead American troops being dragged through the streets of Mogadishu by the mobs was too much for the public to bear. Six months later, the US had withdrawn from Somalia. Among those celebrating the humbling of Uncle Sam was al-Qaeda.


The Islamist group had helped train Aidid’s militia.




MALAYAN EMERGENCY


Malayan Scouts/22 SAS, Malaya, 1952–6


Officially, the wartime SAS founded by David Stirling in 1941 ceased to exist on 8 October 1945; in actuality, it remained alive. Just. A team of SAS men, including L Detachment Original Bob Bennett, was attached to the Military Reparations Committee in Greece, where they proudly sported their winged-dagger badge. Brian Franks, still pained and outraged by the murder of SAS soldiers during Loyton and other operations, organized a team to investigate the crimes and bring those responsible to justice. This became the SAS War Crimes Team, which operated for four years and successfully identified several Nazi perpetrators. Beyond these two small SAS remnants, the Regiment’s veterans kept in personal contact. Johnny Cooper was invited by David Stirling, long since released from Colditz, to lunch at White’s in London. Stirling, thought Cooper, “looked none the worse” for his stay at Hitler’s pleasure. Also in attendance were George Jellicoe, Fitzroy Maclean and Randolph Churchill. Such social occasions were pleasant chances to air memories. They were also opportunities for ex-SAS men to plan the Regiment’s rise anew.


Eventually, lobbying of the War Office by SAS veterans, chiefly Mike Calvert and Brian Franks, brought its reward, and in 1947 an SAS unit was formed within the Territorial Army. It was attached to a former officers’ training unit, the Artists’ Rifles, to become 21 (Artists) TA, based at Duke’s Road, Euston. The commanding officer was Lieutenant-Colonel Brian Franks, 2 SAS’s sometime commander during World War II, and a postwar hotel manager. Wartime SAS soldiers flocked to the new TA SAS, so many indeed that Johnny Cooper found the first training camp “a splendid reunion”. This TA SAS unit, which still exists and is complemented by another TA SAS unit, 23 SAS, provided many of the volunteers for a long-range patrol Franks raised for Korea, where the first major war since 1945 was being fought between the Communist North and the UN-backed South. Before Franks’ jeep patrol could be sent to Korea, though, the UN commander, General McArthur, decided he had no use for it. What was McArthur’s loss was Britain’s gain. A communist insurrection – known as “the Emergency” for insurance-claim purposes – had broken out in the British dominion of Malaya.


From hide-outs in the jungle, communist terrorists (“CTs”), led by Chin Peng of the Malayan Races Liberation Army (MRLA), were murdering British rubber-plantation owners and their families. The Commander-in-Chief Far East, Sir John Harding, summoned Mike Calvert to Malaya and asked him to find ways of dealing with the CT campaign. Before becoming commanding officer of the SAS Brigade during World War II, Calvert had commanded 77 Chindit Brigade. Mad Mike, along with Freddie Spencer Chapman, soldier and author of the memoir The Jungle is Neutral, was as close to an expert jungle-fighter as the British possessed.


Looking at the situation in Malaya, Calvert realized that the Emergency required the British to have a special force that would “live, move, and have its heart in the jungle” just as the enemy did. His proposal for a new unit, the Malayan Scouts (SAS), was accepted. For personnel for the unit, Calvert milked three sources: A Squadron was formed from 100 volunteers in the British Army already in the Far East; B Squadron was comprised of soldiers from 1 SAS, primarily those who had put up their hands for the Korean job; and C Squadron was made up of Rhodesian volunteers.


Unfortunately, while B Squadron – thoroughly marinated in SAS philosophy, discipline and training either by war service or Brian Franks’ Duke’s Road regime – was the right SAS stuff, the Rhodesians were keen but undertrained. But the real headache was A Squadron, who, save for a few good apples, were poseurs and party-animals. It did not help that Calvert himself was keen on wild drinking parties. So notorious was A Squadron’s indiscipline that the Malayan Scouts were almost disbanded. Instead, Calvert was sent home from Malaya with a convenient (and fictitious) kidney illness, and Lieutenant-Colonel John Sloane was brought in as commanding officer. A straight-backed, by-the-book officer from the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, “Tod” Sloane unsentimentally returned misfits to their units and implemented proper admin. He was ably assisted in his makeover of the Malayan Scouts by John Woodhouse and Dare Newell, men who were both to become legendary figures in SAS history. To make the regiment more attractive to volunteers, its name was changed from Malayan Scouts – which, after all, suggested members would only serve in Malaya – to the 22nd Special Air Service regiment (22 SAS). And yet, for all Calvert’s waywardness, he was, more than Sloane, Woodhouse and Newell, the architect of the modern SAS.


Quite aside from creating a unit to bear the appellation “Special Air Service”, Calvert proposed that the SAS should work in three- or four-man patrols, the SAS should win over local tribes by kindness (what later became known as “hearts and minds”), notably by setting up medical clinics, and that the SAS should establish long-term counter-guerrilla bases deep in the jungle. All three of these principles still shape the modern SAS.


The men of the 22 SAS Regiment underwent an experience in Malaya that their successors down the decades would come to know and empathize with too: fighting in appalling conditions. Johnny Cooper, who had transferred to 22 SAS as 8 Troop’s commander (thus becoming, by his reckoning, the oldest lieutenant in the Army, at twenty-nine years of age), was dismayed by the rain. “If there was no great downpour after three or four days, it was reckoned a drought.” There were also other unpleasantnesses in the jungle. After communist terrorists, Cooper wrote, leeches were the main adversary: They would fall off the leaves and latch on to one’s softest area, around the neck, behind the ears, under the armpits, and on a long patrol they would even find their way to one’s private parts. You couldn’t feel them, but as they slowly sucked blood they enlarged into horrible black swollen lumps. Sores festered, clothes and boots rotted in the damp, and fevers such as Weil’s Disease abounded. Lying in an observation post or in an ambush could be particularly trying, as Trooper Geordie Doran, a recent recruit, found:


The duty was set in pairs for four-hour stags, or watches, during which time all SAS soldiers involved had to lie perfectly still, watching and listening, rifles loaded and at the ready. Conversations were in whispers. If a man wanted to relieve himself, he would first indicate to the others what he intended, then slither slowly and silently to the rear. Washing and shaving in the jungle, especially on ambush duty, was sometimes banned. The CT, with their sharpened sense, could pick up the odour of soap from quite a distance. Also, soap suds in rivers could be seen a long way downstream before they dispersed. Lying in ambush I was again conscious that the jungle is never quiet, nor still. Among other sounds, a troop of gibbons entertained us with their hooting most days. There was also the constant falling of leaves and debris from trees, and nearby a regiment of ants went about their business. Leeches gathered expectantly, and pig flies fed on the backs of my legs. Luckily we hadn’t disturbed any red tree ants when getting into position. They are vicious little buggers and have a pair of pliers for a mouth. We had to take all the bites and stings in silence, as a slap or curse could have alerted an approaching enemy and been fatal.


By the end of a patrol, a soldier would have lost on average ten pounds. Despite the hardships, however, patrols stayed out in the jungle for longer and longer periods, as the Regiment’s jungle education grew. Johnny Cooper once led a 122-day patrol in the jungle to establish a military fort in the region of Sungei Brok. Cooper recalled:


The first job was to clear a small area and then we radioed for confirmation that we were on the correct site. An Auster aircraft came over and we were informed that we were at least in the right place. To secure the place from the attentions of CTs, I placed three screens out on the most dangerous approaches to our clearing. Then the heavy work began, blowing down the huge jungle trees, clearing the area of bamboo and building a wooden bridge over the river which was at that point about thirty feet wide. In the latter job, our local Iban trackers were of great help with their skill in splicing creepers to tie the bridge together. The structure lasted for many months, although only two men could cross at any one time, and one had to get used to the swaying motion in midstream over the raging torrent.


By the middle of November we had cleared the site for the building of the fort and also constructed a helicopter landing ground as there was not enough room for a proper airstrip. This gave us the opportunity for more active patrolling into the aboriginal areas. Bruce Murray had a great success when he sorted out a complete CT gang, killing some and dispersing the others from our immediate area. To the west, however, we suffered a tragedy when another patrol under the command of Corporal Digger Bancroft ran into an ambush. Digger, who was in the lead, was killed and Trooper Willis behind him was also shot. Fortunately the rest of the patrol reacted promptly, engaged the enemy and drove them off. I received the news by runner, immediately informed our headquarters of the casualties and requested a helicopter to bring out the bodies. Volunteers stepped forward to carry out the dead men; one of them was Bill Speakerman, the Korean War VC who was doing his jungle training with C Squadron. This party disappeared off to Bancroft’s old base and I ordered others to search for further traces of the enemy.


In the dark and the tangle of the Malayan jungle, contacts with the enemy were fleeting. On his epic patrol Cooper lost just two of eighty men to enemy action; nearly forty, meanwhile, had to be helicoptered out because of illness. Cooper’s Sungei Brok patrol also advanced the “hearts and minds” programme by establishing “diplomatic relations” with a tribe previously under the spell of the communist terrorists, by befriending the aboriginals and giving them medical and food aid.


Perhaps fortunately, Cooper’s Sungei Brok patrol went into the jungle on foot; during the Malayan campaign the SAS experimented with parachuting into the jungle. A successful jump by fifty-four troopers of B Squadron (“Big Time Bravo”, as it was known by envious troopers in the other squadrons) in the BelumValley in 1952, persuaded senior officers that “tree-jumping” was viable, even desirable. Numerous personnel were thereafter injured, among them Johnny Cooper, whose arm was broken when it became entangled with a fellow parachutist’s static line. Disabled, Cooper crashed into the treetops; due to his broken arm he was unable to tie his scaling rope to a branch and climb down its 150-foot length to the ground. Thanks to clever thinking and climbing by the medical officer, Freddie Brunton, Cooper’s scaling rope was attached to a piton in a tree; Cooper then cut himself free from his parachute and fell 60 feet before the rope pulled him up. He was lowered the remainder of the way. The wrenching action of the fall, however, added nerve damage to his list of injuries. Cooper was far from being the only casualty of tree-jumping. Another high-profile victim was Lieutenant-Colonel Oliver Brooke, who took over from Sloane as 22 SAS’s commanding officer; Brooke broke his ankle.


By 1956, the Regiment was up to a strength of 560 men and was making a real contribution towards containing the Emergency; its tally of communist terrorists killed was eighty-nine. Captured communist terrorists confessed that the SAS patrols, even when failing to make contact with the enemy, were so disruptive as to render guerrilla warfare all but impossible. Four years later, the Emergency was over. The leaders of the MRLA had fled to Thailand, and the murders of civilians had almost ceased. After its eight years in Malaya, the Regiment had, despite an inauspicious start, become a highly professional unit. In 1957, in recognition, 22 SAS was placed in the order of battle of the British Army, and as a result was able to readopt both the beige beret and the winged-dagger badge. For all this, the future of the Regiment was far from assured: the whispers from Whitehall were that 22 SAS would be disbanded when it was finally pulled out of Malaya.


History, however, was on the side of the SAS. In the death agony of Empire there came other small wars.


DOCUMENT: J. M. Calvert:
“Future of SAS Troops”, 1945


Subject: Future of SAS Troops


HQ SAS Tps/80/17/G


Lt Col W. Stirling


Lt Col D. Stirling, DSO


Lt Col R. B. Mayne, DSO


Lt Col B. M. F. Franks, DSO MC


Lt Col I. G. Collins


Lt Col E. C. Baring


Lt Col The Earl Jellicoe


Lt Col D. Sutherland


Lt Col D. Lloyd Owen, MC


Major J. Verney, MC


Major R. Farran, DSO, MC


The Director of Tactical Investigation, Maj Gen Rowell, has been ordered by the Chief of Imperial General Staff that his directorate should investigate all the operations of the Special Air Service with a view to giving recommendations for the future of the SAS in the next war and its composition in the peacetime army. The actual terms of reference were: “An investigation of SAS technique tactics and organization without prejudice to a later examination of all organizations of a similar nature which were formed and operated in various theatres of this last war”.


Brigadier Churchill is Deputy Director of Tactical Investigation and lives at Flat 110, 4 Whitehall Court, London, SW1 (Whitehall 9400 Ext 1632), just behind the War Office. The officer immediately concerned is Lt Col C. A. Wigham. Lt Col Wigham has in his possession all the reports on SAS operations in western Europe. The reports on SAS operations in Italy and in the Mediterranean theatre are also being obtained and forwarded. I have given Lt Col Wigham your names so that he may either have a talk with you to obtain your views and to find out about incidents which are not clear in the reports, or to ask you to write your views to him.


We all have the future of the SAS at heart, not merely because we wish to see its particular survival as a unit, but because we have believed in the principles of its method of operations. Many of the above-named officers have had command of forces which have had a similar role to that of the SAS, as well as being in the SAS at one time. The object of this investigation is to decide whether the principles of operating in the SAS manner are correct. If they are correct, what types of units should undertake operations of this nature, and how best to train and maintain such units in peace, ready for war. I will not start now by writing about the principles of the SAS, which have been an intrinsic part of your life for the past few years, but I will mention what I think are some of the most important points which need bringing out. The best way to do this is to consider the usual criticisms of the SAS type of force.


1. “The Private Army”


From what I have seen in different parts of the world, forces of this nature tend to be so-called “Private Armies” because there have been no normal formations in existence to fulfil this function – a role which has been found by all commanders to be a most vital adjunct to their plans. It has only been due to the drive and initiative of certain individuals backed up by senior commanders that these forces have been formed and have carried out their role.


2. “The taking up of Commanders’ valuable time”


This has often been necessary because it has very often only been the Comds of armies who have realized the importance of operations of this nature, and to what an extent they can help their plans. The difficulty has been that more junior staff officers have not understood the object or principles of such forces. They have either given us every help as they have thought us something rather wonderful, or they have thought we were “a bloody nuisance”. I feel that the best way to overcome this is that once the principle of the importance of Special Raiding Forces operating behind the vital points of the enemy’s lines is agreed to, it should become an integral part of the training of the army at the Staff College, military colleges, and during maneuvers, etc. Students should be asked not only what orders or directives or requests they have to give to the artillery, engineers, air, etc., but also what directives they would give to their raiding forces. There should be a recognized staff officer on the staffs of senior formations whose job it is to deal with these forces, i.e. the equivalent of a CRE or CRA. This should also be included in the text books FRS, etc.


3. “These forces, like airborne forces, are only required when we pass to the offensive, which – judging by all previous wars – is when the regular army has been nearly wiped out in rearguard actions whilst the citizen army forms, i.e. about 3 years after the beginning of the war.”


The answer here, I feel, is that it is just when we are weak everywhere that forces of this nature are the most useful, and can play a most vital part in keeping the enemy all over the world occupied. Also there is little difference between the roles of SAS and “Auxiliary Forces” who duck when the enemy’s offensive rolls over them and then operate against the enemy’s L or C from previously constructed bases. An SAS formation, by its organization and training, is ideally suited to operate in this defensive role.


4. “Overlapping with SOE and other clandestine organizations” My experience is that SOE and SAS are complementary to each other. SAS cannot successfully operate without good intelligence, guides, etc. SOE can only do a certain amount before requiring, when their operations become overt, highly trained, armed bodies in uniform to operate and set an example to the local resistance. SOE are the “white hunters” and produce the ground organization on which SAS operates. All senior officers of SOE with whom I have discussed this point agree to this principle.


5. “SAS is not adaptable to all countries.”


This has already been proved wrong. SAS is probably more adaptable to changes of theatres than any regular formation. Also, as I have said in 4 above, SAS work on the ground organization of SOE. It is for SOE to be a world-wide organization with an organization in every likely country. Then when necessary, SAS can operate on this organization using their guides and intelligence knowledge, etc.


6. “Volunteer units skim the regular units of their best officers and men.”


Volunteer units such as SAS attract officers and men who have initiative, resourcefulness, independence of spirit, and confidence in themselves. In a regular unit there are far fewer opportunities to make use of these assets and, in fact, in many formations they are a liability, as this individualistic attitude upsets the smooth working of a team. This is especially true in European warfare where the individual must subordinate his natural initiative so that he fits into a part of the machine. Volunteer units such as the Commandos and Chindits (only a small proportion of the Chindits were volunteers although the spirit was there) have shown the rest of the army how to fight at a time when it was in low morale due to constant defeat.


A few “gladiators” raises the standard of all. Analogies are racing (car, aeroplane, horse, etc.), and test teams.


7. “Expense per man is greater than any other formation and is not worthwhile.”


Men in units of this nature probably fight 3 or 4 times more often than regular units. They are always eager for a fight and therefore usually get it. If expense per man days actually in contact with the enemy was taken into account, there would be no doubt which was the more expensive type of formation. I have found, as you will have done, the “old familiar faces” on every front where we have seen trouble. I consider the expense is definitely worth it without even taking into account the extra results. One SAS raid in North Africa destroyed more aeroplanes in one day than the balloon barrage did during 6 years of war.


8. “Any normal battalion could do the same job.”


My experience shows that they definitely cannot. In Norway in 1940, a platoon of marines under a sergeant ran away when left on its own, although they had orders to stay, when a few German lorries appeared. Mainly owing to the bad leadership of this parade-ground sergeant, they were all jittery and useless because they were “out of touch”. A force consisting of two Gurkha Coys and a few British troops, of which I was one, was left behind in 1942 in Burma to attack the enemy in the rear if they appeared. The Commander, a good Gurkha officer with a good record, when confronted with a perfect opportunity (Japs landing in boats onto a wide sandy beach completely unaware of our presence), avoided action in order to get back to his Brigade because he was “out of touch” and could not receive orders. By avoiding action, the unit went into a waterless area and more perished this way and later by drowning than if he had attacked.


My experience with regular battalions under my command in Burma was that there were only 3 or 4 officers in any battalion who could be relied on to take positive action if they were on their own, and had no detailed orders. This “I’ll ’ave to ask me Dad” attitude of the British Army is its worst feature in my opinion. I found the RAF and dominion officers far better in this respect. I have not had experience with the cavalry. They should also be better. Perhaps cavalry could take on the SAS role successfully? I admit that with training both in Burma and North Africa there were definite improvements amongst the infantry, but in my opinion, no normal battalion I have seen could carry out an SAS role without 80 per cent reorganization. I have written frankly and have laid myself open to obvious criticism, but I consider this such a vital point I do not mind how strongly I express myself. I have repeated this for 5 years and I have nowhere seen anything to change my views, least of all in Europe.


I have mentioned some points above. You may not agree with my ideas but I write them down as these criticisms are the most normal ones I know. Other points in which the DTI wants to obtain information are:


1. Obtaining of recruits. Has anybody got the original brochure setting out the terms and standards required?


2. Obtaining of stores and equipment. Here again, I imagine SOE has been the main source of special stores. My own HQ is producing a paper on this when in England.


3. Signal communication. This is of course one of the most important parts of such an organization and it has, as in other formations, limited the scope of our operation.


4. Foreign recruits and attached civilians.


5. Liaison with RAF and Navy.


6. Command. How is an organization of this sort best commanded and under whom should they be?


7. Suggestions re survival in peacetime including auxiliary formation, command, technical development, etc.


You may expect a communication from Lt Col Wigham. Please give your views quite candidly. They certainly need not agree with those I have written down. I am sending Lt Col Wigham a copy of this letter so that it may give you something to refer to if necessary.


I hope, from the army point of view, and for all that you have worked for and believed in during the last few years, that you will do everything you can to help Lt Col Wigham to obtain all the information that he requires. We can no longer say that people do not understand if we do not take this chance to get our views put before an impartial tribunal whose task it is to review them in the light of general policy, and then make recommendations to the CIGS. Send along any reports or documents you have got. Lt Col Wigham is thirsting for information.


[Mike Calvert]


Brigadier,


Commander,


SAS Troops


Sloe House,


Halstead, Essex.


12 Oct 45.


JMC/LGM.




THE KOEMBA JOB


22 SAS, Borneo, 1965


Between 1963 and 1966 the mountainous jungle island of Borneo became the theatre for war between the former British colony of Malaya and an expansionist Indonesia under President Sukarno. To counter the latter’s infiltration of guerrilla insurgents from Indonesian Borneo (Kalimintan) into northern Malaysian Borneo, the British organized a border guard of Malaysian, British and Commonwealth troops. A main constituent of this guard was 22 SAS, which eventually proved so successful that Indonesia abandoned its confrontationist policy.


For the most part, SAS effort in Borneo took the form of insertion of four-man patrols into the jungle, where they “lived off the land”, often for weeks at a time. The main task of these patrols was to gather intelligence about hostile forces and carry out a “hearts and minds” programme to secure the friendship of the natives. (Numerous SAS troopers, having taken part in the Malayan Emergency of 1948–1960, spoke Malay, the lingua franca of the Borneo tribes.) The standard patrol always included a signaller and a medic, while movement through the jungle followed a set procedure: the patrol would be led by a scout, with the commander, medic and signaller following behind at set intervals. The last man usually carried a Bren or 7.62 GPMG, the others SLRs, M16 rifles or, the choice of many, the American Armalite AR-16.


As the war in Borneo wore on, the role of the SAS began to be modified, not least because Indonesia began committing properly organized units of its army to the frontier war. By early 1964 the SAS was not only detecting Indonesian incursions but guiding “killer groups” of infantry across the border into Kalimintan to attack insurgents on their home soil. And, increasingly, the Regiment’s own recces ended in engagement with the enemy. These offensive forays, codenamed “Claret” operations, were ultra secret because any trace of British presence on Indonesian soil would have been intensely embarrassing to the British government, and would have led to international accusations that Britain was escalating the Borneo conflict.


The codename Claret was apposite; much red liquid was spilled in these ops. Like Malaya, the jungle-fighting in Borneo was split-second and close-up. A report in Mars and Minerva gave a flavour of the combat:


On a recent February morning [1965] a small SAS patrol was moving down from a ridge on a jungle track towards an old Indonesian Border Terrorist camp. This camp had been found the day before and appeared as though it had not been used for some six months. As the leading scout, Trooper Thompson ducked under some bamboo across the track – there was a lot of it in the area – a movement attracted his attention. He looked up and saw an Indonesian soldier six yards away to his right, just as the latter fired a burst at him. Several other enemy opened fire simultaneously. Thompson was hit in the left thigh, the bone being shattered, and was knocked off the track to the left. He landed in a clump of bamboo two yards away from another Indonesian soldier lying concealed there. As the latter fumbled for his rifle, Thompson picked up his own, which he had dropped as he fell, and shot him. The second man in the patrol, the commander, Sergeant Lillico, was also hit by the initial bursts and had collapsed on the track, unable to use his legs. He was still able to use his rifle, however, and this he did, returning the fire. The remainder of the patrol had meanwhile taken cover.


Thompson, unable to walk, hopped back to where Sergeant Lillico was sitting and joined in the firefight. As he had seen Thompson on his feet, Sergeant Lillico was under the misapprehension that he could walk and therefore sent him back up the track to bring the rest of the patrol forward and continued to fire at sounds of enemy movement.
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