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  Forward




  The Apache has become a valued form of close air support in the continuing conflict in Afghanistan, being deployed to the region since 2006. It has an array of hi-tech systems: weapons, sights, sensors, radar and communications – a lot of the information from which appears in the right eye of the helmet display unit (HDU) worn by pilots and the symbols stay in their field of vision whichever way they turn.




  The pilots sit one behind the other. They can fly the aircraft from both seats, but on operations in Afghanistan, the mission commander tends to sit in the front seat to operate the sights, sensors and weapon systems, with the second pilot flying from the back seat, which has slightly better visibility. There are about 150 switches to control the rotor blades and some of the weapons and sights. The army has 67 Apaches, and 55 crews of two pilots.




  Apache in Afghanistan




  The Apache's first operational tour was as part of 16 Air Assault Brigade in Afghanistan; there were eight Apache AH1s deployed in Afghanistan in February 2007.These were drawn from No. 656 Squadron and No. 664 Squadron of 9 Regiment AAC, based at RAF Dishforth. Unlike their American counterparts in Afghanistan, the Apache AH Mk 1 is deployed with its Longbow Fire Control Radar to enable the pilot to better manage traffic in their airspace. Initially pilots had to often fly for 16–18 hours at a time due to the low number of Apaches in the theatre; typically each Apache would be stationed in Afghanistan for eight weeks before returning to Britain for roughly eight weeks of maintenance. On 22 May 2006, a UK Apache operating in the ‘Green Zone’ used a Hellfire missile to destroy an abandoned French vehicle to protect sensitive equipment.




  The Apache quickly became a highly valued piece of equipment against insurgents, able to escort ground and air forces and rapidly respond to Taliban forces on the ground. Major Huw Williams, second in command of 3rd Battalion, The Parachute Regiment talking about the Apache, stated that: "We're really impressed. It's a very effective beast. It has been noted that Taliban forces refer to the aircraft as the "Mosquito". Although the Apaches have become targets for insurgents none have yet been shot down, but like Special Forces personnel Apache pilots have become prized targets for the Taliban. So much so that their identity even when back in the UK is kept secret.




  On 13 January 2007, a 200-strong British force, led by Royal Marines, launched an operation to attack Jugroom Fort, a major Taliban base in southern Helmand Province. After several hours of intense fighting, the Marines regrouped and it was discovered that Lance Corporal Mathew Ford of 45 Commando Royal Marines was missing. A rescue mission was launched using four volunteers, Royal Marines and a Royal Engineer, strapped to the stub-wings of two Apaches. The helicopters could not travel above 50 mph to ensure the safety of the extra passengers from rotor downwash. The Apaches landed under fire inside the compound, after which the rescuers dismounted and recovered the body of Lance Corporal Ford, and flew his body out on the same stubby wings his rescuers had flown in on. Other Apaches hovered above, providing suppressive fire throughout. None of the rescuers were injured in the recovery mission and they were later hailed for their bravery.




  In May and June 2008, British and Afghan National Army forces conducted Operation Eagle's Eye, aimed at disrupting Taliban activities to the south of Musa Qaleh; a key portion of which was a major night-time helicopter raid, rapidly deploying members of 2nd Battalion, Parachute Regiment into the town. In June 2008, a British Apache fired a thermobaric Hellfire missile; the controversial usage of such weapons was approved after extensive legal and ethical evaluations within the MOD. In June 2008, a Taliban leader and several of his cell members were killed in Helmand Province by a Hellfire missile launched by an Apache. There was a friendly fire incident in July 2008, in which an Apache fired upon a position thought to be held by enemy forces, but instead hit members of a British patrol, the first British Blue-on-Blue incident.




  In 2009, several narcotics and bomb-making facilities were raided by British forces, supported by Apaches. In April 2009, it was reported that an Apache had been used to intercept a suicide bombing attack in Helmand province. During the summer of 2009, British Apaches were an integral component of Operation Panther's Claw, which was aimed at pushing insurgents out of civilian areas in the run up to the 2009 Afghan Elections. During this major offensive, Apaches from the UK routinely flew alongside US Cobra helicopters to provide air support to soldiers of 3rd Battalion Black Watch and the Royal Marines conducting ground operations. During the summer 2009 operations, a senior Taliban leader, Mullah Mansur, and several accomplices were killed in a precision strike launched by an Apache. The Apache is still in great demand in Afghanistan and more often than not there are not enough Apache’s to cover all the operational requests.




  Westland Apache AH Mk 1 Specification




  Crew: 2




  Length: 17.7 m (58 ft 4 in with rotors turning)




  Rotor diameter: 14.6 m (48 ft)




  Height: 3.87 m (12 ft 8 in)




  Disc area: 168.11 m² (1,809.5 ft²)




  Empty weight: 5,165 kg (11,387 lb)




  Loaded weight: 8,006 kg (17,650 lb)




  Max takeoff weight: 9,525 kg (21,000 lb)




  Powerplant: 2× Rolls-Royce/Turbomeca RTM322 turboshaft, 1,566 kW (2,100 hp) each




  Performance




  Maximum permitted speed: 197 knots, 227 mph




  Maximum speed: 158 knots, 182 mph




  Cruise speed: 140 knots, 161 mph




  Range: 334 miles




  Ferry range: 1,121 miles




  Service ceiling: 6,400 m (21,000 ft)




  Rate of climb: 12.7 m/s, (2,500 ft/min)




  Armament




  Guns: M230 Chain Gun, 1156 rounds




  Missiles: Hellfire (and Stinger, Starstreak, Sidewinder/Sidearm proposed)




  Rockets: CRV7 with Flechette (Tungsten dart) or High-Explosive Incendiary Semi-Armour Piercing (HEISAP) warheads. Until 2008 also MPSM with nine M-73 bomblets.




  Full Apache Schematic
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  Westland Agusta Apache AH Mk 1
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  Apache Cockpit




  [image: ]




  Hellfire Missile
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  2.75 Rockets
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  30 mm Cannon
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  Prologue




  Captain Peter Bowler had just got in his Apache call sign 'Ugly 53' and inserted the key into the master ignition panel and switched it from ‘off’ to ‘battery’, before pushing the Auxiliary Power Unit button that cranked up the APU. These small fuel saving engines provided enough power to run the Apache's electronic systems without the need to start the two powerful turbine engines. As each APU powered up, they went from a small whine to a big roar in a matter of seconds. Bowler and his team mate Captain James Harrison, in another Apache a disc to his left, ran through their checklists as they awaited final clearance. It took around a 1000 button pushes or nearly 30 minutes to be ready to take off in an Apache. Bowler had just got into his Apache and started flicking various switches and pushing buttons when he noticed a couple of ground crew hastily making their way towards him.




  Bowler knew instantly it was most probably to give him some news he did not want to hear. Slightly out of breath, one of the ground crew explained that his 30mm cannon had a hydraulic leak. Not a bad one but one that meant it may become stuck as it was moved side to side or up and down when hunting for a target. With the flight needing to be off in 30 minutes there was no time to get it fixed and would have to wait until they got back. It was not uncommon to launch with minor technical issues, such was the complexity of the Apache. In a non-combat environment the Apache would be grounded but British troops were in need of urgent fire support to aid with a casualty evacuation and a Black Hawk was already on its way. They had a category C victim which meant it was very serious. All casualties were classified due to their severity with category A being walking wounded to category D which meant they were dead.




  Bowler was tasked with keeping the Taliban’s heads down and protecting a Black Hawk helicopter medevac as it evacuated a seriously wounded soldier. The soldier, a rifleman form 3 Rifles, had lost a leg and suffered a serious chest wound following an IED explosion. An Afghan soldier had stepped on a low content IED that had been missed by the Barma team. He had been blown to bits with not much left of him recognisable as a human being. All that now lingered was the smell of human flesh, some of which was hanging from the trees. Low content IED’s were becoming more and more common, with graphite rod’s being used as the connectors instead of a saw blade. The trusty Vallon the British used to find IED’s were next to near useless with low content IED’s. The rifleman had been just a couple of meters behind the Afghan soldier when the IED went off and had been caught up in the blast. It had blown off his left leg just above his knee and the force of the blast had left his Osprey body amour in tatters, with the front ballistic plate being forced into his chin.




  The medic had been quick to stem the flow of blood spurting out, but the rifleman was looking increasingly worse; his face was pale and clammy as he went into shock from the heavy blood loss. He was in need of a quick medevac if he was to survive within the ‘Golden Hour’.




  Finally, Bowler got given final clearance and flicked the switch that enabled the turbine engines to crank up. They spooled up with an even bigger roar than the APU as they hit 20,000rpm one by one. The increasing turbine speed powered the transmission, which in turn powered the rotors. The number two engine followed immediately. As Bowler turned off the no longer needed APU the four main aerodynamic rotor blades began to turn cutting through the hot and dusty air, faster and faster until they became a blur. Finally, the air-con started to cool the sun-baked cockpit down, as sweat dripped down Bowler’s face. The cyclic felt hot to the touch and would have burnt Bowler’s hand had he not been wearing his thin green flying gloves.




  Sgt Battison, his co-pilot, then went through the final two checks “Parking brake off? Tail wheel locked?”




  “All checked” replied Bowler.




  With a few seconds to take off Bowler pulled up the collective and held the cyclic firmly. As he lifted the collective, Bowler pushed the left foot pedal slightly to increase the power to the tail rotor, to counteract the force of the main turning rotors as they took off. With the collective at 65%, the Apache began to lift slightly, and Bowler then pushed the cyclic lightly forwards. Camp Bastion suffered from both high altitude being 3000 metres up and hot temperatures, which reduced the Apache’s engines power, meaning a rolling take off into the wind, if possible, was the only way to get a fully-laden Apache off the ground. At 80 metres down the runway the Apache lifted off and Bowler climbed quickly to avoid any potential threat or ‘dickers’ watching them leave.




  ‘Dickers’ was the name given to spies back in Northern Ireland during the time of the IRA. They were usually unassuming civilians who would relay messages of positions of British forces. The same happened in Afghanistan; these ‘dickers’ would be anything form children to tribal elders. They would use mobile phones, smoke, mirrors or even kites which the Taliban had once banned, to inform them of troop movements or locations. They sat outside Camp Bastion as well, informing the Taliban of any helicopter movements, in particular the Apache.




  Bowler looked down at the navigation pain on his MPD and selected the pre-planned route to their objective. He could feel the warmth of the midday sunshine through the Perspex canopy as both Apaches made their way to the medevac location flying at 2000 feet and 120 knots. The ground beneath them rushed by as the turbines roar coupled with the whoosh of the rotors gave a warning that an Apache was on the move. The Apache had its own distinctive sound due to the aerodynamic rotor blades fitted to improve lift and speed, similar in design to those fitted to the Lynx. More often than not on hearing an Apache approach the Taliban would often flee as they had become all too aware of the firepower available from its 30mm cannon, 2.75 rockets and Hellfire II missiles.




  Bowler had found the southern Afghanistan landscape even more awe inspiring from the air. It had its own extremeness, the flat areas were as flat as a pancake and the mountain areas were so rugged and inhospitable they seemed to just rise out of nowhere. From the ground it was just very hot and dangerous, but from the air there was a primeval beauty. It was always safest to keep off the central green zone and fly over the desert where any threat was reduced to nil, other than two main supply routes. The 10,000 square mile desert was called the Red Desert due to its red colour that could be seen from the air. The desert was so inhospitable that it was a no go for even the Nomads. A tracked vehicle would find the thin Arabian style sand that had been formed into massive dunes by the winds over thousands of years impassable.




  The Apache had been designed to take on Russian tanks in mainland Europe and had been a controversial weapon system since it was fielded in 1985. At its best, it was an extremely capable killer of tanks and troops. Each of its stubby wings had two pylons which could carry a pack with either a maximum of four hellfire missiles or a pod containing nineteen 2.75 rockets. The hellfire could destroy a tank at a range of 8km. Then there was the 30mm cannon slung under the nose that fired high explosive rounds as thick as a golf ball and an effective range of 4km. Once fired and on target it would kill anyone and disable any vehicle within five metres of where it hit.




  The cannon was an ideal weapon for engaging unprotected troops and other 'soft' targets like air defences, light artillery or mortars. Such fire power packed into a highly manoeuvrable helicopter made the Apache an extremely complex helicopter to operate. So complex that it required two pilots to fly, with one sitting behind the other. In the rear seat that is also the higher of the two, the pilot in command sit and has the main responsibility for flying the helicopter and making radio calls. In the front seat is the co-pilot gunner whose primary role is to navigate, identify and engage targets with the various weapons available.




  Bowler was now two minutes from his target. Battison was scanning the area for potential targets. He picked out a group of insurgents 200 metres away from the Welsh Guards who were laying down fire whilst the wounded Guardsman was being carried to the landing point ready for the Black Hawk. Battison saw through his infrared camera an RPG come out from a group of trees which made its way towards the Guards. He immediately swivelled the 30mm cannon on to the target and let off a 10 round burst. The force of the 30mm cannon made Bowler’s and Battison’s feet and seat vibrate as if the Apache was being hit with a sledgehammer. Being fired at 120-degree angle meant the helicopter jumped nearly a metre sideways with each burst, such was its power.




  The cannon on the Apache could be set to allow a set number of rounds to be fired with each squeeze of the trigger, although it could not be set via the cockpit, only on the ground. The rounds found their target and Battison could see the Taliban Fighter being pushed backwards several feet, before falling forwards and ceasing to move. With the more serious threat gone, Battison swivelled the gun round by moving his helmet and eyes to point at the next target which was the main group of Taliban, and he let off several bursts of fire as the cannon moved from left to right.




  They went down as if they had just been hit by a bowling ball in a ten-pin bowling alley. A couple of the Taliban were on the ground injured, still moving but no longer a threat, so Battison scanned the area for any more. The Welsh Guards made good use of the lack of fire and got themselves away and back towards the Black Hawk that had now loaded up the casualty and started to lift off. The Taliban would soon regroup the moment the Apache had left, so Bowler stayed on station until all the Guards were out of the danger zone. Battison continued his scan looking for any further threats, especially any further RPGs that, with a well-trained operator, could easily hit a slow moving helicopter. The Welsh Guards on the ground were singing the praises of the Apache and its pilot.




  For the Apache praise was not something it initially received. When the American Army fielded the Apache in the mid to late 1980s its advertisement of its capabilities seemed only to whet the appetite of some of the media and congress, eager for one political reason or another to find fault with a weapons system connected to Regan and his defence build-up. The limited but successful role played by the Apache in the Panama invasion in December 1989, where stories had originated that the Apache could not operate in the rain, only added fuel to the political fire. An accounting report in 1990 from the General Accounting Office cast further doubt on the Apache’s reliability and maintainability, and formed a CBS 60 minute report aired on November 18 1990 that was highly critical of it.




  This was followed by a couple of critical news articles. Many of the issues were simply teething problems that are to be expected of such a new and complex weapons system. This was given media spin to imply the Apache could not face up to the strain of combat. The criticism dried up after the Apache’s performance in the 1991 Gulf war. The Apaches deployed in Kuwait achieved good operational ready rates despite the additional wear and tear of the sandy conditions they were operating in. Indeed, the Apache destroyed many Iraqi tanks and even had a group of Iraqi soldiers surrender to one. In 1999 General Wesley Clark, who was NATO's supreme commander at that time, wanted to use Apaches to attack Serbian targets in the Kosovo war. In response to his request, the Pentagon deployed a newish ad-hoc outfit based around twenty four Apaches.




  However, they withheld permission for their use in combat. The Apaches got held up in Italy during their move from Germany to Albania due to diplomatic issues. Then, adding to the problems was when two Apaches were lost to the Albanian mountains and both crews killed during training. The Apaches were never allowed by the Pentagon to fly into combat. This did significant damage to the Army and the Apache’s reputation. The Army reacted with a high profile change in the way the units were set up and deployed. This was found to be too difficult as the Apache was what it was and would have to prove itself on its own merits. Afghanistan and operation Anaconda are where finally the Apache has yet again proved its worth and resilience.




  Afghanistan and Helmand Province was where Bowler would do pretty much all of his Apache flying, in support of the British troops. Helmand Province the largest of the 34 Afghanistan provinces. It was named after the Helmand River, which starts with melted snow of the Hindu Kush mountain range to the west of Kabul and then flows west for about a thousand miles before evaporating in the marshes and desert lakes at the Iranian border. The Helmand basin became a trading route between Persia and India, as well as the route used by armies. The Ghaznavid dynasty that ruled a large part of Afghanistan from 962 to 1140 constructed its winter palace at lashkar-i-Bazaar, just outside the city of Bost, which is now the provincial capital of Lashkar Gah, which translates to "Army Barracks" from Persian to English. Genghis Kahn’s Army devastated Helmand Valley and got rid of Bost in 1220. Tamerlane the Great, who claimed to be a descendant of Genghis Khan, destroyed the Helmand River’s irrigation works in 1383. Afghans enjoyed relative calm and prosperity until shipping reduced the need for traders to travel by land through Central Asia, after which it became a backwater with resources becoming scarce and a complex network of tribes. In the nineteenth century, Afghanistan became a disputed zone in which Rudyard Kipling immortalised as 'the great game' as Britain and Russia struggled for control of central Asia. It was close to the banks of the Helmand River where just 2,000 British soldiers were beaten by a 25,000 force of Ayub Khan in the battle of Maiwand on 27 July 1880. The British force was outflanked and surprised by the attack, suffering heavy losses.
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