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This book is dedicated to


the men of Easy Company,


the Artillery, and the aircrew


who answered the call.







THE PEGASUS ETHOS


As British Airborne soldiers we place the mission, and our comrades, before ourselves. Our bravery is founded upon determination, endurance, and selflessness. We are supremely disciplined and that discipline is primarily self-imposed. We take pride in being part of an elite, and we understand our responsibility to strive for the highest standards of achievement, turnout, and attitude. We wear Pegasus with humility, recognizing our obligation never to demean or diminish the value of others. We are a compassionate friend, but a ferocious enemy. In battle, in barracks, and at home, we always do the right thing.









THE REGIMENTAL CHARTER


The Parachute Regiment provides the capability to deploy an infantry force at short notice, in the vanguard of operations and in the most demanding circumstances. As such, it is trained and ready to form the spearhead for the army’s rapid intervention capability.


Its watchwords are professionalism, resilience, discipline, versatility, courage, and self-reliance.


It is light by design, because this confers speed of reaction, and is expert at air–land deployments, by helicopter, aeroplane or parachute. It is trained to conduct a range of missions, from prevention and pre-emption tasks, to complex, high intensity war fighting. It is also trained to provide direct support to United Kingdom Special Forces, with whom it maintains close links and to whom it contributes a very significant proportion of manpower.


In sum, the Parachute Regiment’s approach to the training and selection of its soldiers continues to foster those qualities of resilience and versatility recognized by its founding fathers as the rock on which its particular value is built. It remains a force for good and for all seasons in the army.


UTRINQUE PARATUS – Ready for Anything
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Glossary


2IC – Second In Command


2IC – Second In Command


ACM – Anti-Coalition Militia


ally – (al-ee) irregular, unissued kit or appearance celebrated amongst the Paras


ANA – Afghan National Army


ANP – Afghan National Police


ANSP – Afghan National Standby Police


belt-buckle – expression for being as low as possible to the ground


casevac – casualty evacuation


CIMIC – Civil Military Cooperation


CSM – Company Sergeant Major


danger close – the closest point at which friendly fires can be brought without striking your own position


DC – District Centre


double tap – to fire two rifle rounds in quick succession at a target


EOD – Explosive Ordnance Disposal


FOB – Forward Operating Base


FOO – Forward Observation Officer


FSG – Fire Support Group


FST – Fire Support Team


gen – to brief


gimpy – general purpose machine gun


gimpy link – the belt of ammunition for the general purpose machine gun


GPMG – General Purpose Machine Gun


green zone – irrigated and vegetated area bounding rivers and tributaries


HCR – Household Cavalry Regiment


headshed – headquarters element informal


hesco bastion – mesh fortification


HLS – Helicopter Landing Site


HMG – Heavy Machine Gun .50 Calibre


ICOM – radio intercept


IDF – Indirect Fire


IED – Improvised Explosive Device


IO – Intelligence Officer


IRT – Immediate Response Team (CH-47 borne)


ISAF – International Security Assistance Force


I-STAR – Intelligence Surveillance Target Acquisition


JDAM – Joint Direct Attack Munition


JOC – Joint Operations Centre


JTAC – Joint Terminal Attack Controller


KIA – Killed In Action


LAV – Light Armoured Vehicle


LEWT – Light Electronic Warfare Troop


LMG – Light Machine Gun


LZ – Landing Zone


MOG – Manoeuvre Outreach Group


MSQ – Musa Qala


NCO – Non-Commissioned Officer


nine liner – the format for reporting casualties


NVGs – Night-Vision Goggles


OC – Officer Commanding


OP – Observation Post


ops room – operations room


pax – personnel


PF – Pathfinders, 16 Air Assault Brigade’s reconnaissance platoon


PKM – Pulemyot Kalashnikova (machine gun), Soviet equivalent to our general purpose machine gun


PRR – Personal Role Radio


replen – replenish or resupply


RHA – Royal Horse Artillery


RIP – Relief In Place. Process of rotating troops in a FOB or AO


RPG – Rocket-Propelled Grenade


sangar – fighting position with varying degrees of protection


shemagh – Arab headdress


Soldatenglück – soldier’s luck


SOP – Standard Operating Procedures


tab – tactical advance to battle. Moving fast with kit


Terry – Taliban


Toms – young paratroopers


WIA – Wounded In Action







Prologue


To move was to die.


The air above our heads was being torn apart by the supersonic zipping and cracking of bullets, splinters from the wooden structure of the sangar thrown up into the air. Hot sand from the leaking bags poured onto my neck and into the back of my body armour. My senses felt assaulted, the smell of cordite and dust thick in my nostrils, my ears ringing from the boom and blast of RPGs; the rattle of machine guns, friendly and enemy; the frantic shouts of command; the crump of mortars. Even after weeks of furious fighting, it was the heaviest weight of fire I had ever experienced. The most intense battle.


And, from the sounds and sights around me, I knew that we were losing.


It had all started so casually. The front gate sangar had requested a battery replen, and I had told my signallers that I would run them out in their place. Using the cover of buildings, and sprinting between open spaces, not a single round had come at me from the enemy-occupied buildings just fifty yards away. Compared to what we had faced so far, such an easy crossing of the compound felt like bliss. A true walk in the park.


‘Morning, boss,’ the smiling Ranger Russell had greeted me, his eyes red from days of gun smoke and nights of little sleep.


‘Morning, Russ,’ I replied, taking in our defences at the compound’s front gate, a collection of metal sheets and wire that was more Mad Max than British Army. ‘All quiet?’ I asked.


The words were hardly out of my mouth when the trio of RPGs fired, the sound of their launch and detonation overlapping as they slammed the short distance into our defences. The heavy weapons were the signal for the enemy to start their attack, and within moments the ghost town had been turned into an inferno of gunfire.


‘Down!’ I shouted at Russell, pulling him into the corner of the sandbagged position. ‘Stay down!’ I told him as he bravely tried to fire back at the enemy.


Fuck! I screamed to myself. Fuck!


This was the enemy’s heaviest weight of fire to date, and as the company commander I should be in a position to coordinate my men, and to smash the Taliban’s attack with air and artillery power. Instead, I was pinned down completely in an exposed fighting position, and there was no doubt in my mind that to raise my head would mean immediate death. To run to the closest building would be impossible. The air was choked with bullets, rounds churning up dirt and smacking into mud walls like acid rain.


I turned to look at the young soldier beside me, expecting that he would need some encouragement. ‘Why are you laughing?’ I found myself asking instead.


‘You started it, boss,’ Russell replied, grinning, and I realized that he was right, the chaos of the situation and adrenaline forcing the reaction from me in long barks. The laughter cleared my head, and I crawled my way to the edge of the fighting position so that I could look back across the compound; I saw my men fighting from the roof of the ops room, but it was clear that the weight of the enemy’s fire was suppressing them, and pinning us all into cover. Easy Company were losing this firefight, and if the Taliban could keep our heads down for long enough, then they would be at our walls. We had already had to fight them off with grenades. Would today be bayonets?


Every battle has a tipping point, and for the first time I felt with dread that the decisive advantage was about to be given to the enemy. I needed to be with my artillery and air controllers. I needed to be calling in the firepower that would break this contact. I had already lost soldiers in the battle for the town, and I had no intention of losing more.


I looked south, where the men of Somme Platoon were valiantly fighting their way from cover to cover, attempting to ease the pressure on the western perimeter. My stomach was in my throat as I watched them run, expecting that at any moment I would see one of my soldiers fall. The trail of RPGs left dirty streaks across the sky above them, one exploding in mid-air, and I felt my heart pound in relief as I saw that the air burst had caused no casualties.


We could not be so lucky forever, I knew.


I looked back across to the north-west corner of the compound, where the fire was thick, heavy and deadly. To move was to die, but to stay in cover was to fail my men.


‘Keep your head down,’ I told Russell, feeling as if I had a gun held against mine.


And then I ran.
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For me, the siege of Musa Qala did not begin in the dust and heat of Helmand Province. It began in the snow and chill of the South Atlantic. It began with crowded ships leaving Portsmouth to cheering crowds. It began when I heard names like Mount Longdon, Wireless Ridge, and Goose Green. It began when I saw grimy, hard-looking men on the BBC news. Men in maroon berets.


Paras.


I was an eleven-year-old schoolboy in Surrey when the Falklands campaign was fought, but, looking back, I can see without doubt that it was the stories and images of those men that led to me commanding my own soldiers in war more than twenty years later. In Afghanistan, it would be I whose grimy face was on the news. It would be I who wore the maroon beret of the Parachute Regiment. It would be I who had the honour of commanding British soldiers who would not give an inch in the face of a furious enemy, and it would be I who had to make decisions that would see some of those men paying the ultimate price for their heroism and duty to their comrades.


My family is no more of a military one than any other in Britain. My favourite uncle had been a Royal Marine in the Second World War and, like most of my generation, so had my grandfather. As an infantry soldier, he had fought the Germans in Europe. Badly injured, he had been taken prisoner during the Battle of the Bulge, and I always yearned to hear my grandfather’s war stories.


He never spoke of them.


Whilst my grandad held his silence, there were other veterans who did share their experiences. My parents were the owners of the local bookshop, and I devoured any war memoir or action novel that arrived on our shelves. I pictured myself in the kind of African adventures that Wilbur Smith was writing, and by the time I was a teenager I knew that my future lay beyond the British borders. I wanted new frontiers and experiences that would test me mentally and physically. I was an accomplished cross-country runner, and I threw myself at anything that hinted of the outdoors. Like thousands of other schoolchildren with itchy feet, I gravitated to the Duke of Edinburgh’s award scheme. Reading Ordnance Survey maps and pitching tents in muddied fields scratched that itch, and it was without hesitation that I took the chance to join a British Schools Expedition Society journey to Alaska at the end of my A Levels. The year was 1989, and that winter was spent pulling sleds across glaciers and climbing rock faces. To protect against bears the expedition was equipped with shotguns and pistols. Working out of an old copper mining ‘town’ in the mountains, I had found the adventure that I was looking for. I knew that a normal career path back home would feel like a noose about my neck, and so, as did almost every other member of the expedition, I elected to join the military.


More specifically, I elected to join the army and the Grenadier Guards. I hadn’t forgotten the Paras, but I was influenced by a family friend and mentor who had served with the Grenadier Guards up to the rank of colonel. I chose his regiment and I chose the infantry because I wanted to be in the thick of whatever was happening should I deploy. Even as a civilian I was aware that the infantry were the ones on the sharp end, with all the other combat and support arms there to support them in one capacity or another. If I was joining the army for a challenge and adventure, then I wanted the biggest one that it could throw at me.


The adventure started at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, where civilians are turned into army officers. I soon took to the structure and challenge that it provided both physically and mentally; at Sandhurst, quick wits and fitness counted for as much as academia, and I felt as though the sands of education had shifted in my favour. At school I had been an able pupil, but never one who shone. In Sandhurst, I led the way on endurance events and loved the chaos of command appointments, where students would be pushed and pulled by the college’s veteran instructors. I felt I was going somewhere, that I had something to do.


It was exactly what I had been looking for.


I was in my senior term at Sandhurst when I first heard the name Saddam Hussein. As I had been during the Falklands War almost a decade earlier, I was once again glued to the TV screen and newspapers as reports of impending hostilities filtered back from the desert. Of course, this time I was in uniform, and, like my fellow students at the military academy, I prayed that peace would hold until I could join my regiment in the field. War seemed to be something that fell every decade or so, and I felt sick knowing that if I missed the invasion of Iraq in 1991, then I was likely to be doomed to a military career of parade squares and training areas. Through no fault of my own, I felt as though I would miss the real test of combat. Without war, could I ever truly consider myself a soldier? Would I ever know if I had what it took to face enemy fire? Could I make myself break from cover, and run towards the enemy?


The world didn’t wait to satisfy my sense of adventure. In 1991, after weeks of seeing bombs flash on the television screen, I watched, green with envy, as an entire British armoured division punched through the Iraqi army. The war was over quickly, but redeploying such a large force was not achieved so speedily. When I joined the Grenadier Guards at their German base, the faces of the returned soldiers were still dark from the sun, their stride and swagger full of the confidence of men who have faced war, and have returned alive and triumphant.


As a young officer, I took over a platoon of thirty such soldiers. Many were older than myself, and almost all were more experienced. I hoped that my training at Sandhurst and my own character would help me to prove myself, but as the battalion was relocating to England, there was little for me to do but oversee the paperwork of vehicle maintenance and logistics. It was hardly the adventure I was looking for. At least newly reunified Germany had something to offer for someone raised in Surrey, but it was a brief look at a new world before my hobnailed boots were tramping against the gravel of Horse Guards Parade, as the regiment took up its ceremonial duties, desert pattern helmets replaced with thick shaggy bearskins.


OP Banner offered a break from the monotony of the parade square. Banner was the name given to the army’s mission in Northern Ireland, and though the violence of the Troubles had mercifully dropped, it was still a time of patrols, checkpoints, and threat. There was an enemy in the province, and my overwhelming feeling during the deployment was one of bewilderment. I had been raised as a Christian, and still held my faith. I prayed, I attended church, and I could not fathom how it would be possible for me to hate my friends of other denominations because we held slightly differing views on theology. The province was a puzzle to me, and I was thankful that my time there was quiet. I was desperate for combat, but not at the price of peace for my countrymen. Unfortunately for civilians in the Balkans, their own soldiers held no such qualms.


The UN Protection Force (UNPROFOR) mission in Bosnia was two years old when I arrived in 1994. I deployed alone, having spotted and been released for a junior staff officer vacancy at the multinational headquarters in Gornji Vakuf. I arranged the transfer myself, and hitched rides on convoys from the airbase in Split, Croatia. There was a Wild West feel to the enterprise, the air sometimes creased by the crash of distant explosions or the crackle of gunfire, but always thick with rumour and tales. My job was to run the operations room and report back to our Permanent Joint Headquarters (PJHQ) in London. I had some control over how and where I went out from headquarters, and I used this freedom to join convoys and requisition helicopters. In Sarajevo, sprinting between ruined buildings to avoid sniper fire, I knew that I had found adventure at last. With reflection, it sounds really selfish and crass to say such things. I was enjoying myself in the midst of a war that had ruined the lives of thousands, and I was not blind to this dichotomy at the time. But I didn’t feel guilty – it was not my actions that had caused the suffering, and I did believe my being in Bosnia was doing something to help overcome the violence that neighbours had visited on themselves. There was no shortage of the signs and reports of atrocity, and I was proud that my country was amongst those who had stood against such darkness.


When I returned from Bosnia, I felt as though my career in the army had run its short course. I had attended Staff College, but had no real desire to serve in a headquarters room, knowing that the freedom I had so recently experienced was the exception, not the rule. But an intervention of one of my superiors kept me from signing my discharge papers. It had always grated on me that I had not earned the coveted maroon beret worn by those hard-looking men at Goose Green and on Mount Longdon, and so when I was offered the chance of a secondment to 3 Para – as the Third Battalion of the Parachute Regiment is known – I grabbed at the opportunity with greedy hands.


The road to 3 Para was paved with assault courses, loaded marches, and the infamous P-Company – culminating in a week of demanding challenges designed to test the physical and mental aptitude of the wannabe Para. Only on passing P-Company is a soldier awarded the distinctive beret, and I wore it proudly as I attended the subsequent parachute course, and learned how to fall out of aircraft without dying, all whilst having a load as heavy as a small horse strapped onto me.


Now a fully fledged paratrooper, though still belonging to the Guards, I took up the position of 3 Para’s intelligence officer. I’d barely had time to unpack when 1 Para were warned off for a possible UN/NATO intervention in Kosovo. I volunteered to take part, and along with C Company of 3 Para, I moved across to join the men who were preparing to deploy, taking up the role of A Company’s second in command. Finally, I was with the Red Devils made famous at the battles of Normandy, Arnhem, and Goose Green. Finally, I was a paratrooper on the verge of deployment and combat.


It was everything that I hoped it would be.


We flew into Skopje, where 4 Mechanized Brigade were preparing to punch through Serbian forces if needed, and to push through to Pristina. To facilitate their movement 1 Para would leap forward in a series of helicopter moves whereby we would secure vital high ground, crossing points, and junctions. In time-honoured Para tradition, we began the deployment by stealing as much ammunition as possible from the heavy units that were already in place. We were only in Macedonia for a couple of days before our orders came to board the Chinook helicopters and to enter Serbian airspace.


It was thrilling. The whump of the rotors was almost drowned out by the happy chatter of the soldiers. Every man aboard had dreamed of such moments from childhood, and there was no fear when we ran from the ramp and onto soil that could prove hostile – there was only excitement.


From the high ground of the vital Kaçanik Defile I got my first look at the huge armoured formations of the Serbian army. The guns of their tanks and fighting vehicles were silent, their massed divisions cowed by the power of NATO. They knew that, should they stand and fight, their vehicles would be reduced to smoking hulks from the jets above us. And so, angry and bitter, their heavy columns rumbled back towards Serbia, but danger did not leave with them. Serb paramilitary forces sought to settle scores and loot before they crossed the border, raping and murdering until NATO forces swept across the country. As we landed in Pristina, 1 Para was quickly put to the task of restoring order and ensuring peace. We rushed to the sounds of trouble, directed there by the pleading cries of the locals or the crack of gunfire. The days went by in a blur of sprints and shouted orders as we disarmed fighters and reassured citizens. Then, as the Kosovo Liberation Army fighters slipped from the mountainsides and into the cities, we were tasked with keeping our allies in check as they sought to take vengeance on their Serbian neighbours.


Though that time was a rush of adrenaline and welcome chaos, there was one incident that etched its way through the blur of the deployment and into my mind. It concerned a group of Serbian paramilitaries who had abducted a Kosovar family. They planned to rape the daughters in front of the parents before killing the entire family – a horrifically common occurrence in those dark days. I was made aware of the crime by aggrieved locals who sought our help, having quickly learned that the hard-looking men in the maroon berets could be trusted. Anxious to live up to this standard, I took three Paras from A Company’s HQ and made best speed to the house that the militants had occupied. They fired on us, but seeing our resolve to storm the building and to kill them if forced to, they soon threw up their arms. The young girls and their parents were saved from rape and murder, and my chest almost burst with pride to be in the company of men who had selflessly put themselves in danger to rescue others. It was the experience I needed to keep me in uniform, and I made my transfer from the Guards permanent.


I was not disappointed by my decision, travelling the world with the airborne regiment and seeing another operational deployment in Sierra Leone, where we arrived in Freetown to see to the safe withdrawal of British citizens in the face of a rebel advance. The advance soon stalled when the Liberian-backed troops realized that paratroopers would not be deterred by gunfire, and would patrol deep into rebel areas, meeting force with force. On these jungle missions I found myself living the life I had dreamed of whilst reading Wilbur Smith in my parents’ bookshop. Conducting operations with feathered tribal hunters armed with bows and antique rifles, I was the star of my own African adventure.


My next stop was Spain, where I was a staff officer at a NATO headquarters in Madrid. It was there in 2001 that I watched the TV screen open-mouthed as planes crashed into the Twin Towers. I had no idea what that attack would mean for the future, but I knew that things were about to change. The anger in the room was palpable, and the American officers present swore blind that someone would pay for the atrocity. The leaders of their country felt likewise, and that sense of vengeance was the catalyst for a war that is still being fought sixteen years later. There was no way I could have known then how long it would continue, but I was certain that, if Britain was to be drawn into any fight, I had the best chance of seeing it as a paratrooper.


That didn’t prove true during the second invasion of Iraq. Like the first Gulf War in 1991, the occupation there was handled mostly by the army’s heavier units equipped with their Warrior armoured fighting vehicles, or troop carriers with names like Bulldog and Mastiff. Para battalions did deploy to the theatre, but returned mostly disappointed with the action they had seen, the threat of IEDs making it almost suicidal for light-role units to operate within the cities. As a staff officer, I watched this action hungrily from the sidelines, looking for my own mission in what had become known as the Global War on Terror.


I found it in 2005, when 3 Para was warned to expect a deployment to Afghanistan the following summer. Our colleagues in 2 Para had already deployed there in the immediate aftermath of the Taliban’s ‘collapse’ in 2001, when their forces had been smashed and sent retreating into the provinces that bordered Pakistan, but this was the first time that a formed unit would be sent as part of a deliberate and ongoing operation in the south of the country. Up until this point, much of the operations in Afghanistan had centred on Kabul, but now ISAF was looking to spread the central government’s influence into the nation’s more distant and rural provinces. Our role as soldiers would be to provide the security necessary to facilitate the civilian and military projects that would bring infrastructure and the rule of law to places where the roads were dirt and crime rampant. And so, during briefings, I heard for the first time the name of a province and its towns that would be spoken daily by news reporters and British civilians over the coming years: Helmand. Sangin. Gereshk. Now Zad. Lashkar Gah. Kajaki.


Musa Qala.


None of us understood the scale of the fight we were about to walk into, but there was a buzz in the air, and we knew that the coming operation would be ‘tasty’. I did not want to miss the fight, and fate was on my side; it was my time to receive command of a company, and so I was able to transfer from my position in the Apache helicopter training teams, and back to 3 Para. The men I was to command had already left the UK for Camp Bastion – a runway and tented town in the Afghan desert – and I was keen to be on their heels. First there were the mandatory pre-deployment briefings and training exercises, and here we scoffed at the British defence secretary John Reid’s words that the mission in Helmand could be completed ‘without a shot being fired’. Those words will haunt the politician forever, but they would have haunted the Paras more had they been true. Like a dog on a leash, we were anxious to be let loose. Our flights to theatre could not come soon enough, but first, there was a reality of war that not many people are aware of: departure.


It wasn’t that it wasn’t difficult to say goodbye to loved ones, including my wife, young son, and daughter. Of course those moments are hard, but they are also only a small part of saying goodbye, because when the soldier goes to war, life goes on without him. This meant busy days of organizing anything from direct debits for the electric bills to showing my wife where the MOT certificates were kept. It meant buying life insurance policies and asking a neighbour to check in on the place when my wife was staying with her parents. It meant finding a gardener, and giving my brother the letter that my family should read if I did not come home. It meant packing socks and buying sunscreen. It meant a hundred different things that made the days pass by in a blur that ended with hugging my family tightly before joining a few dozen other Paras for a bus journey to Brize Norton, where the RAF would take us on the next leg of our journey.


Civilian friends often ask me what passed through my mind as I waited for the aircraft to take off and deliver me to Afghanistan, expecting the answer that I was wondering what it would be like to kill someone. What it would be like to be hit by shrapnel, or gunfire. What it would be like to die. When I tell them that my mind was full of payment plans and car services, I expect they think it’s my way of putting on a brave face, but it is the truth – I had deployed before, and I would deploy again. I was a soldier, and a soldier was all I had ever wanted to be. Those grimy, hard men of the Falklands War had smiled and waved as their ships had left the docks. I knew why, now. I was a paratrooper on my way to war, and I could not have been happier.
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The flight to Kabul was not unlike any other long haul on a civilian airline, and by the time the RAF Tristar had hit the tarmac I was anxious to be free of the cramped seating, my back tight and eyes red from recycled air and a few hours of broken sleep. The heat of the country hit me before the doors had opened, and as we stepped into the Afghan sun men squinted and shielded their eyes, or hastily pulled out sunglasses from the daysacks on their shoulders. Instantly, patches of sweat began to show through the desert uniforms, noses assaulted with the perennial smell of an airbase at war – kerosene and wood smoke. RAF staff showed us to our billets. The base was sprawling, with the uniforms and flashes of dozens of nations present. The mountains beyond the airbase were harsh and daunting, and I thought about the nine bloody years the Russians had spent battling the mujahideen here before being driven from the country. As the sun set behind those distant peaks, I marvelled at the beauty of a country that seemed constantly ravaged by war.


That night, with a handful of other officers who were making their way to Helmand, I found myself in one of the airbase’s bars. It was called the Toucan – a play on words as the limit of alcoholic beverages was supposedly two cans per person – and it was home to a mixture of nationalities and ranks, many of whom looked at our maroon berets and Para wings with envy. Kabul was quiet, and Helmand was showing itself as the place for a soldier to be. There was a handful of Special Forces at their own table, and I hoped for the chance to dig into the minds of these men, as they would know our enemy better than anyone. Before that was possible, however, Brigadier Ed Butler, the commander of Task Force Helmand, arrived at the bar. As one of his company commanders, I joined him to get a better feel for the mission. At least it shored up in our minds that ‘heading down south’ was the thing to be doing.


The next morning, we flew by C-130 to Kandahar, the province that was the birthplace of the Taliban. Even the name was proof of the long history of war in the country – the word Kandahar was derived from Iskander, the Afghan name for Alexander the Great, who had founded the place after subduing the country in his most difficult and bloody campaign.


Our stay at Kandahar airfield was to be short, but we had heard of ‘the boardwalk’ and were keen to see this part of the camp that was already becoming famous in Afghanistan, particularly with the fighting troops who took pride in living on the bare essentials during operations. The boardwalk was a rectangular raised platform surrounded by shops that sold anything from ice cream to fur coats. There was even a Tim Hortons, which every man visited to pick up a reusable mug; the British soldier takes his brew drinking very seriously, and his mug is a treasured possession. A few of our group took the chance to visit the tailors, who could design and stitch custom patches for uniforms, showing anything from blood type to your name in Pashtun. I declined, having heard of a Para officer who could not understand why the locals hated him as soon as they set eyes on him. It was a giggling interpreter who had solved the mystery, pointing out that the officer’s Pashtun name patch declared him to be an Israeli spy.


The boardwalk was more lavish than many of the rear areas I had seen during other operations, but I was not surprised by it. It’s a minority of the army who are on the frontline, so to speak, and the logistical tail behind them sleep in real beds and have access to shops, Internet cafes, and restaurants. That’s the way of war in the twenty-first century, but although I didn’t resent anyone who wanted those kind of comforts, it wasn’t my idea of soldiering, and I was glad that my time in Kandahar would be limited to an afternoon. By the time the C-130 took off again – doubtless made heavier by every man stuffing his kit with sweets, cigarettes, and Tim Horton mugs – I was itching to be on my way, and to 3 Para.


The excitement on the short flight to Helmand was palpable, men smiling beneath the helmets that we wore in case of an emergency landing. The Russians had lost a great many aircraft in their war here, and so the RAF adopted what was known as a Khe Sanh landing technique, where they dropped from altitude almost on the aircraft’s nose, before pulling back sharply to land. It was an exhilarating experience, and a reminder that we were going against a real enemy, and not into a peacekeeping operation.


As the aircraft’s tailgate lowered and the sunlight flooded in, men were almost bouncing onto the tarmac, keen to find their comrades and get going. Looking about me, I saw the beginnings of a desert city, rows of beige tents broken by a colourful mixture of shipping containers that had crossed in convoy from Pakistan. The airbase would become one of the busiest British-run airports, but in the summer of 2006 it was not much more than a runway watched over by a few parked C-130s and a smattering of helicopters, the ugly-nosed Apaches and burly twin-rotor Chinooks most conspicuous amongst them.


After claiming my Bergen and grip from the pallets of equipment unpacked and laid out on the dirt, I made my way directly to 3 Para Headquarters. As OC Support Company, I was nominally in command of specialists ranging from mortars to machine gunners, but owing to the nature of operations these elements had been split down to bolster the rifle companies, and so instead my role as the newly arrived major would be to run operations from the Joint Operations Centre (JOC). I hoped that, as much as possible, I would be able to break from this task in Bastion and visit the men of my company as and when they deployed onto the ground.


The tented cookhouse was full of the chatter of such deployments when I took my first meal there amongst the men I was joining. A Company had just been on their first op and had come across real resistance; its men were still full of swagger, knowing that they had been the ones to see the most ‘tasty’ moment of the tour so far.


In the battalion operations room, maps and pins gave me a better outlook on who was where, and what was developing across the battlespace. At the time of my arrival, the battlegroup was still mostly a fluid entity, carrying out strike missions rather than holding ground in fixed positions. Only C Company were involved in such a manner, holding the FOB at Gereshk, and already a low opinion of the Afghan native forces had permeated the British ranks. I truly believed that we were, man for man, the best soldiers on the planet, but I tried not to be too quick in dismissing the Afghan soldiers’ capability. Foreign armies had come and gone, but they remained, for all intents and purposes, undefeated throughout history.


My first days in theatre were centred around the need to acclimatize both to the climate and to the operational environment. To this end I went running around the base before the day’s heat became too intense, and participated in a slew of shooting practice. The empty desert around Bastion was our playground, and though it was far from a cowboy free-for-all, we were able to push the limits of the rulebook and engage in exercises that would have been impossible on the more restricted ranges in the UK. We practised reaction to effective enemy fire, breaking contact, casualty evacuations under fire – all things that would save lives out on the ground. When C Company were involved in a long-running contact following a meeting with tribal elders, it only pushed 3 Para’s excitement levels higher, and every man was desperate to be the one with the best marksmanship and the slickest drills. The distant echo of bombs exploding from coalition air strikes only added to the sense of vicious anticipation – 3 Para was on notice to move, and I couldn’t think of another unit I would rather be with. The battalion had a reputation for being grungy, with little regard for issued kit or regulation haircuts. It was acceptable for the Toms to deploy looking about as smart as a Botswanan border guard so long as their kit worked and their weapons were clean. There are many in the army who would rail against such flaunting of the rules, but as Paras we prided ourselves on individuality. After all, we were a rule apart in the army itself – it was only natural that such an attitude carried over into the ranks themselves, full of bravado that seemed beaten out of other infantry units. A paratrooper can live on nothing but pride.


Of course, the Paras had not come to Helmand alone. Though 3 Para made up the bulk of the battlegroup, it was supported by elements of engineers, signallers, logisticians, and air corps, as well as the RAF and some individuals from the navy. It truly was a team effort, and an international one at that – in Bastion’s tented lines could be spotted Gurkha, Dane, Estonian, and Canadian. In the cookhouse, accents from every city and county of the British Isles could be made out. Just as I had felt a wave of patriotism to see the Union Flag carried across the Falklands, so too did I have an immense feeling of pride at being a countryman to the soldiers around me.


Not all were so sanguine in their feelings towards ‘our team’. A couple of months after I arrived in Helmand, e-mails from a fellow officer were leaked to the press. In them he chastised the RAF – particularly their Harrier pilots – whom he described as ‘utterly, utterly useless’. In the meantime, such reserve was expressed through grumblings at the cookhouse table, or with sneering looks towards those wearing the blue rank patches of the air force.


The first few days of my time in Helmand passed with camp gossip and shooting on the ranges. I was happy to have made it to theatre, but I was frustrated – I had a toe in the water of the operation, but I wanted to jump in with both feet.


I soon got my chance. Called into the operations room, I was met by Lieutenant Colonel Stuart Tootal, his narrow eyes vital beneath a shock of grey hair.


‘Adam,’ he greeted me. ‘How’d you like to get down to Sangin?’


‘I’d like that a lot, sir,’ I told him, smiling.


I was going out on the ground.
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It was in the back of a thundering Chinook helicopter that I made my way from Bastion to Sangin, the twin rotors beating the air with their rhythmic ‘wocka-wocka’ cadence. Dusty portholes were embedded in the helicopter’s side, and I watched through these as craggy mountain ranges began to grow out of a bleak desert. Then came the first signs of irrigation and fertile land, lush green broken by the mud brick of compound walls, which could be metres thick, built for privacy and security. These dwellings created a growing maze amongst the green as we neared the Helmand river. Sangin was one of the biggest of the population centres that clung to the river and, from the air, I could already see the enormity and difficulty of the task that A Company had in front of them; a single rifle company to maintain peace and stability in the town. The dense vegetation and blind streets made Sangin an insurgent’s paradise. Amongst these compounds and in the surrounding cornfields, I would see something in soldiering that I had not experienced before.


The Chinook landed on a patch of open ground beside the dry river bed, coloured smoke swirling from the flares used to mark the spot and enable the pilot to judge the winds. Shouldering my kit and with my weapon in one hand, I trotted off the ramp and jumped the last couple of feet to the dirt. It was not a hot LZ – one under fire – but that could change at any moment. Chinooks were precious few in Task Force Helmand, and the waiting A Company soldiers unloaded her supplies as quickly as possible, so that the ship could be away and back into the sheet of blue sky.


As the work party around me grabbed at ammunition containers and bags of mail, I sought out the company commander.


‘Adam,’ he greeted me, ‘I’ll show you around.’


‘Jamie, good to see you,’ I said. He was a rising star, bright and articulate, and I was pleased to be there with him.


I was led through a break in the hesco bastion – wired crates packed densely with dirt and sand – and got my first look at Sangin’s district centre, as the seat of local government was known. The DC was built around a triple-storey building that looked like an angry porcupine, bristling as it was with antenna and machine-gun barrels, sandbags stacked tightly in windows and along the lips of the rooftops. Such a position would give a commanding view over the local area, and confirmed my initial feeling that the base was well placed, with almost half of its approaches backing onto empty land that could offer no cover for the enemy and provided the necessary space and relative security for bringing in vital supplies by helicopter. With something of a knot in my stomach, I realized that it could be vital for something far more precious – the extraction of wounded and dead. The battlegroup had just lost its first man to enemy fire, and the sense amongst the men was that he would not be the last of the soldiers to go home beneath a flag. Contacts were picking up, and though we trusted in our skill, everyone knew that there was luck involved in surviving enemy bullets – luck that could run out at any time.


‘I’ve got my hands full here,’ Jamie went on. ‘Would be a big help if I could cut away a few of the tasks to you. Let me concentrate on securing the town.’


‘What can I do?’


‘We’re starting to get some kind of contact on most patrols now. We’re supposed to be setting up infrastructure for the locals, but we can’t have the engineers come in and work whilst we’re getting shot at, so my first priority is aggressively projecting our platoons out to try and push the Taliban away from the town. If we can get security here, we can get to work on the civil projects to bring the locals onside. Once we show them we’re here to help, they should choose to keep the Taliban out themselves.’


I nodded at the idea. It was classic counter-insurgency doctrine, and had been proven to work. Having the security to implement the civil projects was key – nobody wanted a new well if using it meant running a gauntlet of death between our guns and the Taliban’s.


He went on to tell me that all of his time was spent planning and implementing patrols. ‘I need someone who can be a link to the Afghan Police,’ he added. ‘They’re a fucking shambles, and we don’t have the numbers to be able to do this without them.’


‘Who’s their commander?’ I asked. ‘I’ll get with him and start working out the issues.’


‘He is part of the issue.’ Jamie smirked. ‘And God knows where he is. Lash? Kabul? Apparently he’s gone to a briefing from his commander, and that was weeks ago. No one can reach him.’


‘He’s dead?’


Jamie shook his head. ‘Usual practice, apparently. The police commanders aren’t here all that often, and since there’s some fighting to be done, they’re fucking off more than usual.’


‘I’ll see to the police,’ I promised. ‘Anything else?’


‘Shuras,’ he told me, using the Pashtun word for a meeting with local elders and religious heads. ‘We’ve been having them, but the problem is, we keep getting contacted when we do. If you can handle the shura and the elders, I can command my platoons and keep the fuckers away long enough for you to actually have a conversation with them.’


I wasn’t surprised to hear that the Taliban were making an effort to disrupt such meetings. It wasn’t in their interest for us to have the opportunity to humanize ourselves with the locals. To establish relationships with them and to address needs that had not been met under the totalitarian rule of the Taliban.


‘My Pashtun’s not great.’ I grinned. ‘I hope you have good interpreters.’


‘We do.’ He nodded. ‘And I’ve been trying to gen the guys up on as much of the culture as I can. I think it’s making a difference.’


Jamie had served an Afghan deployment before with the American 82nd Airborne, and it was great to see him use that knowledge to try to endear us with the locals. After sharing a few cultural pointers with me to smooth over my introduction with the police, Jamie went on to brief me on the action they’d seen over the past few days, highlighting vulnerable areas and known enemy firing positions.


‘The boys are loving it.’ He smiled with pride, thinking of his soldiers. ‘Anything else you need to get settled in?’


‘I’m good. Thanks, mate,’ I replied, a little envious that he was commanding a company of Paras with an enemy to face. ‘I’ll go and meet my police.’


In the army, underperforming and dishevelled troops are often referred to by such comically derogatory titles as Liberian Border Force, or Guatemalan Special Forces. Entering the police compound at Sangin DC, I thought the local law enforcement would need a whole new category of insult. They were certainly dishevelled, and kitted out in a combination of hand-me-downs from several world powers, but there was something about the men that I had not expected to find on the frontline of the fight against the Taliban.


They were high.


Red eyes and lazy smiles were the giveaway, a half-dozen police officers sprawled apathetically on the benches of their office.


‘Are they always like this?’ I asked my interpreter.


The man shrugged. I took that as a yes.


‘My name’s Major Jowett.’ I spoke to the room, hearing my words translated into Pashtun. ‘I’m here to work with you, and to assist you with enforcing the law in Sangin. There’s a patrol leaving in an hour, and ten of you will be coming along as part of it.’


There was little enthusiasm – or dissent, to be fair – on the faces of the men who ranged in age from their teens to forties. All had the dark skin and features of the Pashtun. They were locals, which could be invaluable in some ways on patrol – they knew the town inside out, and could recognize those from other parts of the province, or country. It was incredibly difficult for British soldiers to tell Afghans apart by their looks, and impossible to do it by their dialect. A local from Sangin could identify the accent of a man from Musa Qala as easily as I could distinguish a cockney from a Scotsman.


Being local brought its disadvantages, too. The men were part of the tribal system that ruled Afghanistan with much greater power than a government in Kabul, a city that was as foreign to the locals as London or New York. If their tribal elder told them not to engage the Taliban, they would not. If they told them to avoid certain areas on patrol, or to persecute a certain family, they would. Underpaid and lacking leadership from their own commanders, the police had a high rate of desertion prior to the fighting. Now that the Taliban were flowing into the area, the rate had doubled – we were asking men to fight when they knew that their family might have their throats slit by Taliban fighters in reprisal. All things considered, it was hard to criticize them for using the plant that grew all around them.


‘Get your gear together, gentlemen,’ I said through the interpreter. ‘I’ll take you over to the main compound for briefing.’


There was no objection. With a few muttered words from the older men amongst them, the local police force began to stir.


I turned to the man behind me, one of A Company’s sergeants who had worked with the ANP on several patrols. ‘Are they always like this?’


‘Pretty much, sir. Usually asleep or high from mid-afternoon. They find a bit of shade and then that’s them. Siesta time.’


‘What about their officers?’


‘I’ve been here just over a week now, sir, and I still haven’t seen them.’


I shook my head. How could a country expect its police force to function without leadership? More to the point, how did they expect them to function without pay? A Company’s sergeant answered that question for me.


‘When we got here, the only kind of patrolling they were doing was setting up checkpoints so they could shake down the locals.’


‘How did that go down?’


The man shrugged his shoulders. ‘Just a part of life in these shitholes, isn’t it, sir?’


It was. It’s hard to imagine when you’re born and raised in Britain, but graft is a part of life in most of the world. Nothing got done in Afghanistan without bribes, and that was true from the lowliest farmer to the most powerful warlord in Kabul. It was as natural to these men as the almost constant state of war their country had been suffering for more than twenty years.


Thought of warlords and bribes brought my mind to Sher Mohammed Akhundzada – better known to the troops as SMA – and the recent briefing I had received on him. Until recently, SMA had been the governor of Helmand Province. He had attained that position by being one of the province’s most powerful warlords, and so one of its most productive drug lords. Though he had been working alongside ISAF before the summer of 2006, SMA’s drug running was seen as too unseemly for British high command, and despite the protestations of Kabul, he was stripped of his office. He went quietly, but his departure had caused violent ripples all the same – SMA had been keeping three to four hundred fighters on his payroll. Now without a wage, these men had flocked to the Taliban, swelling their ranks. Little wonder that the number of contacts was sharply on the rise.


I cast my eyes over the ANP men in front of me, conscious that we could be running into such trouble within the next few hours. Their appearance did little to inspire confidence, but I hoped the fact that these men were yet to desert meant they were solid.


‘All ready?’ I asked, the interpreter following in Pashtun from behind my shoulder.


A few men nodded. The rest looked at me in silence. I decided I would be the cheery Brit, and smiled.


‘All right, then. Let’s get out of here.’


The patrol was to Sangin’s marketplace, an area of the town that was still thriving despite the presence of armed men and the never too far away threat of violence. I was informed that it was possible to purchase ‘Osama bin Laden soap’ at the market, which goes some way to explaining the political leanings of the local populace. Jamie had warned me that there was an 85 per cent chance of contact on each patrol, or an 85 per cent chance of steel rain, as the troops were mocking it. With expectations of such a downpour, Jamie had brought out a reinforced platoon to convey us to the planned shura – three rifle sections, snipers, machine guns, and an anti-tank team, whose javelin missiles could be used to pinpoint enemy firing positions at considerable distance. My force of Afghan Police formed up at the centre of the British troops in the position of ‘least likely to suffer damage’. The front and rear of the patrol was most likely to be contacted first, but in counter-insurgency warfare, there is no such place as a ‘safe spot’.


It felt great to be on patrol. I was a little green with envy that it was Jamie who had the honoured position of commanding paratroopers on the ground, but I buzzed with pride and excitement just to be in the mix with them. It was what I had always wanted, and the weapon in my hands, and the kit on my back, felt light despite the beating sun and the dry heat reflected from the mud-brick walls of alleyways and compounds.


It was a different experience from patrolling in Kosovo. There, local kids had run to us. Adults had come from their homes to shake hands and pass the time of day. Here, locals avoided us as if we carried a plague. I suppose that, in effect, we did – Taliban informers could be anywhere, and to be seen to collude with us would most likely carry a beating at best, a death sentence at worst. The Taliban themselves could be watching down the barrel of their weapons, and a stray bullet is no less deadly than an aimed one. Nobody wanted to be in proximity to walking targets. More than that, I could see resentment shot from scowling faces and angry eyes. I had experienced a little of it in Northern Ireland, but the Pashtun scorn was heavier still – they knew that our presence was bringing a fight to their streets, and to their homes. They knew that, when the Taliban engaged us, we’d call bombs in from the sky, and those bombs were landing on their town. No, they were not too happy to see us, and who could blame them? In response, we would have to show them that the pain was temporary, and worth it. We would have to show them that we could bring security, stability, and better quality of life.


That day’s shura was supposed to be a step in that process, where local elders could lay before us what projects their town needed most. Seeing the local traders hastily packing away their wares, and rolling down the shutters of their stores, it was obvious what was coming instead.


‘All call signs, prepare to move back to the DC,’ Jamie said over the radio.


What had been a bustling market was fast becoming a ghost town.


Jamie came back onto the net, relaying what his interpreters had heard by tuning into the Taliban’s unsecured radio frequencies. ‘ICOM chatter has them moving into position and preparing to attack. One Zero Alpha, move now, over.’


He began to coordinate his sections for the withdrawal. Now was not the time for us all to get up and walk, and so A Company’s officers implemented the ‘one foot on the ground’ approach – no section would move unless there was another who had gone firm into over watch. It was as the final section’s turn to withdraw came, that the Taliban made their move.


‘Contact rear!’ came the shout over radios and along the alleyways as the staccato sound of AK fire cracked from behind me.


‘Contact rear! Contact rear!’


The attack had been expected, and the enemy fire was answered by the crackle of the rear section’s rifle fire, and heavy bursts from a GPMG. The ‘plop’ sound of an underslung grenade launch was followed by the crash of its explosion. All about me came the shouted orders of NCOs as they pushed their men into positions and guided their fire onto enemy targets.


I took stock of my Afghan charges, surprised to see that they were already turned out to the flanks, poised and ready in the cover of the low walls, their faces showing no more sign of concern than they had at any point that day. A few began to fire bursts towards compounds, and through my interpreter I tried to distinguish if the bursts had been speculative, or if they had seen an enemy.


‘Only fire if you can identify a fighter!’ I urged them, not wanting the police to be cutting down civilians fleeing the fighting, though I expected that the locals were experienced enough to go to ground until the last bullet had flown.


I would be a liar if I claimed to know exactly what happened over the course of the next hour. There were around forty British soldiers involved in the fighting withdrawal, as well as the Afghan Police with me. For each individual, the memories of that hot afternoon will be different. Alleyways and compound walls see to that, and what one man saw may have been obscured to almost every other. What was consistent to all was the echoing crash of gunfire, the shouted orders, the difficulty of command and control in a rabbit warren of streets, and the stinging sweat and cordite that ran into excited eyes. At several points the contact fell silent, and it was possible to hear the gasping breaths of men as their heaving chests fought for space beneath their body armour. At those times it became quiet enough to hear chuckles between soldiers, and to see the white smiles in tanned faces. Untouched by the enemy fire, the paratroopers were living their dream. Who knows what thoughts occupied the Taliban fighters’ minds, but they were dogged and determined, punishing us with fire whenever we broke cover. It was only when we came beneath the arcs of the support groups at the DC that Terry broke off his fight, heavy machine guns and grenade machine guns making a convincing argument that he should call it a day.


I was panting heavily when we ran back through the patrol base’s gates. All around me, British soldiers were doing the same, but their smiles were intact, and some were clapping hands or high fiving. Salty veterans moved amongst them, ensuring that their young Toms had properly cleared their weapons, aware that the greatest moment of danger in combat is often at its conclusion, and at the soldier’s own hand. It would be too cruel for a man to survive the enemy only to shoot a comrade because a safety catch was left off or a round in a chamber forgotten. It was a tragedy that adrenaline and the elation of coming through a fight unscathed made as predictable as it was avoidable. I had been proud to see A Company in action, and I was more proud still to see that their professionalism continued now that the firing had died away.


‘Enjoy that?’ Jamie asked me, pulling off his helmet and wiping a gloved hand at the sweat in his eyes.


‘Loved it,’ I answered truthfully. ‘Shame about the shura, though.’


A Company’s commander nodded in frustration. ‘It’s like this almost every time. Getting worse, really. Fuck knows how we’re supposed to get anything done. We need a battalion here, not a company.’


His words were born of a desire to win, rather than any complaint. Jamie knew that his men could see off any fight, but he had the foresight to realize that our mission in Afghanistan would be won not in the contacts, but in the building of a fragile trust with the locals. Though that afternoon was a tactical success – a clean break from contact with no friendly casualties – it was a strategic loss, and a victory for the Taliban. They had set out to disrupt our shura, denying us a meeting with the local elders, and in that they had been totally successful. It did not paint a good long-term picture, but that was for men above our rank to decide. Jamie had done all that could be asked of a commander, moving his men back from an incredibly difficult situation with deft skill.


‘I’ve got to get back to the ops room and debrief the battlegroup,’ he told me, casting an eye over his men, the Paras gulping water as they hastily reloaded magazines and cleaned weapons. ‘We’ll be back out in a few hours.’


There would be no let up for A Company, and I was anxious that the Afghan Police be represented on every patrol – we were here to support them, after all, and local resentment would only increase if all the men on their streets were alien in looks and language.


Entering the police station, I found the Afghans as relaxed as they had been that morning. The contact seemed to have barely registered, and they sat calmly in the shade, cheap cigarettes dangling between their lips as they cleaned their weapons.


‘Everything all right?’ I asked them.


I got a few shrugs in reply. They may not have been presentable, nor did they follow the same code as Western soldiers, but Afghanistan bred warriors, and these men had lived up to that martial tradition.
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