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AUTHOR’S NOTE


I never thought that I would become a drug addict. I never thought that I would want to take my own life.


That all changed after Afghanistan, and this book is based on the journals that I kept during my time there. Maybe my opinions here seem raw and angry, but I have been true to how we felt at the time. Almost a decade has passed since our tour and I have softened with hindsight, but this book is about our experiences on the ground, and so it would be wrong of me to moderate our behaviour and attitudes for the sake of people’s feelings now that I am safe from harm, and free of bullshit.


That being said, I’ll be the first to admit that my own knowledge of war is severly limited. I did not climb trench ladders at Ypres. I did not storm the beaches in Normandy. I did not fight in the cities of Hué, Grozny, or Fallujah. I did serve in Basra and in Helmand Province, but there are a lot of others who did more than me – bearded men of the SAS who killed the enemy where they slept. Young riflemen who lost friends and limbs to IEDs on a horrifyingly regular basis. However, my own experience is the only prism through which I can offer an insight into that which I hold most sacred: my comrades. This story is for them, because they deserve to be remembered forever.


Though I know little of war, I feel as though I know a great deal about soldiers and the comradeship that exists between them. I have written this book so that those who have never had the honour of experiencing the camaraderie can look from afar and be touched by it, and so those of you who have known the bond – a bond so special that it can only be forged on the anvil of shared danger and loss – can find in these pages memories of your own comrades, for the spirit of the soldier is constant, timeless, and universal.


Finally, I have written this book for myself, so that I can open its pages and be taken back to the greatest days of my life. I lived among heroes, and this is their story.





INTRODUCTION You Weren’t There, Man



Somebody wants you dead.


Just think about that for a minute. Somebody in your town, your neighbourhood, wants you dead.


You know this, because of what you just found. It was waiting for you, buried, and buried quickly. They hadn’t put it there until they saw you coming. This was meant for you. Nobody else.


You.


And now you look across the cornfield and see the farmer, squatting, watching, his face giving you nothing. Was it him? How about the policeman who’s smiling, asking you for a cigarette? Could he have something to do with it? He seems sure of where to put his feet. You haven’t trusted yours for months.


What about the kid, the one you gave the chocolate bars to the last time you left your place? Hadn’t he asked when you’d be coming out again? Maybe he was the one who threw that grenade over your wall last week, when you were sitting down to dinner?


You look around at these people, your neighbours for the past six months. You look around at them, and you know that one of them wants you dead – and that those who don’t, know who does.


And you’re only 200 metres into your journey. Two miles to go. You know that whoever wants you dead won’t stop. The people around you know it too, and they smile, and ask for cigarettes and chocolate. You let them. While they’re here, you’re safe. Probably.


But you can’t stay for long. You have work to do, and now you’re spooked. You know that this dusty track holds surprises. The kind of surprises that will send your legs in one direction, and your head in another. And so you ask the Boss’s permission to make a new track, through the farmer’s field.


And you’re told no, you’re not to upset the neighbours.


You argue. You make good points. But the answer is the same: No. Follow the track. Follow the track, and pray you don’t find its surprises.


And this is when you realize what your life is worth.


Less than a few hundred stems of corn.


And so you walk on, hating. Hating the people who send you down the track. Hating the people who want you dead. And hating the people who hide them.


Can you picture this? That it’s you on the track? Maybe.


Can you feel it? Can you know how it feels, to see the smiling faces that want you dead, a life that’s worth less than a few bags of corn?


No. You can’t.


So don’t judge too harshly.
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The Church July 2009



There was no room inside, but it was the kind of beautiful day that can only be found in an English summer, the dappled sunshine suggestive of comfort and nostalgia, and so I found myself a place in the crammed churchyard. The crowd was a mixture of civilian suits and dresses shot through with uniforms from every branch and arm of the services. Hanging back at the edges were the curious onlookers, drawn in by the regimented pomp of a military funeral.


I felt eyes on me and looked to my left. A short, sallow-skinned man in the blue of the RAF took it as an invitation to approach. He was a southerner, and spoke to me as if I was a long-lost friend.


‘Alright mate. You were in Iraq, weren’t you? Two years ago? I never forget a boat race.’


He was an RAF Regiment gunner, and like all infantry soldiers I despised his type, thinking of them as blaggers and posers. I also disapproved of his use of rhyming slang – we were at a funeral, not on the set of a Guy Ritchie movie – but the man had come to pay respects to my friend, and so after the pause to assess him, I put out a grudging hand.


‘I was, yeah.’


‘You knew him?’ he asked, his head bobbing towards the church. I nodded. ‘You with him when he died?’


I hadn’t been. Jamie had become a friend as we went through pre-deployment training together. You can get to know anybody fast when you live in each other’s pockets for a few weeks, and Jamie’s infectious enthusiasm and outlook on life had left me with a big soft spot for the kid. His unit had deployed just a few weeks earlier, and now he was dead. Killed by a single shot from a sniper, as he called from a rooftop about his choice of ration pack for dinner.


I’d found out about his death on Facebook. I’d been excited when I saw him login to the chat application.




Gez:
Hiya mate! How you doing?


Jamie:
Hi. James was killed this morning.





I didn’t have the sense to put it together.




Gez:
Sorry to hear that mate :( Was he a pal?


Jamie:
Sorry. This is James’s mum. He was killed this morning.





And now I watched as his flag-draped coffin was carried towards the church doors by the rigid guardsmen.


But I wasn’t watching my friend.


I was watching his mother.


There was no sobbing. No sign of frailty. She carried herself like a queen, and my eyes threatened to leak for the first time as I saw that courage. I’d see it in other mothers of the fallen, and that strength breaks your heart and fills you with purpose in the same moment.


The service was held. Jamie would be buried elsewhere, a closed ceremony. I left the churchyard, changing out of my dress uniform in the alley behind a hair salon. Some of the girls saw me and smiled. I smiled back.


I pulled my car over to the side of the main road, watching as the dark fleet of Jamie’s cortege approached. The streets were lined. Afghanistan was the kind of shooting war the public could pretend to understand, not like the poisoned chalice of Iraq, and now our dead soldiers were revered, Kipling’s verse on the ‘thin red line of heroes’ as true as it ever was.


I looked again for Jamie’s mother. I didn’t know why. Perhaps I was thinking of my own. How she’d look if it was me in the ground. I didn’t see her, and traffic resumed. The people of the town dispersed, the war for them over until the next reel of grainy combat footage on the six o’clock news.


I headed west, to my unit. On the drive, I thought about Jamie, his family, and my own. I thought about how his child was without a father, his mother without a son. I thought about how we had both volunteered for a war that we knew nothing about. A war that had taken his life.


That night, I flew to Helmand.




AFGHAN
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Summer Camp


For the infantryman, Camp Bastion was soldiering purgatory. The hot air here was thick with the smell of fuel, and tangy dust kicked up by scores of beat-up Land Rovers, these belonging to the base-rats who inhabited air-conditioned accommodation for the entirety of their deployments. Though the population was that of a British village, the sprawling camp had grown since 2006 to become the size of a town, and like all troops new to theatre, we had come here to acclimatize, receive last-minute training, and to take over the vehicles that A Company would use for the duration of our tour – or at least until they were blown up. The mangled wreck of the Jackal patrol vehicle beside our tent was a daily reminder of what awaited us.


A Company was accommodated in part of a tented city, segregated into three platoons and bands of friends. My own clique in Three Platoon was made up of other junior NCOs like me, corporals and lance corporals, veterans of Iraq and mostly members of the battalion’s Anti-Tank and Reconnaissance platoons, which prided themselves on a laid-back but professional approach to soldiering. In conventional warfare, ‘Recce’ would go ahead of the battalion to find the enemy, but here they would act as footsloggers, the same as any other bayonet in the company. The Anti-Tank men had brought their Javelin missiles along, but we weren’t expecting to see any Taliban tanks coming over the horizon, and so for the most part these specialists would also be going back to their bread and butter as riflemen.


Toby was one of these anti-tankers. He was the battalion scrum half, and like most who had played the position, he was short, squat, and could argue with himself over the colour of the sky. A true old sweat, he was a career soldier, this his fourth tour at the ripe old age of twenty-six. It was no adventure to him, just another deployment in the long list of operations and overseas exercises. At home were Toby’s two girls, and he was putting his life at risk to provide for them. The short-fused soldier was also the man responsible for naming our clique ‘The Firm’, after a cheesy British gangster flick that he’d been watching.


With kind eyes but a lashing tongue, Jay was a full corporal, and had been a rising star in the battalion until the green had leaked out of him after a few years of service. He was literally The Firm’s most laid-back member, his primary focus in life being sleep. Men of this disposition were known as being a ‘mantress’; half man, half mattress. When conscious, Jay was constantly batting away questions about how he held on to a fiancée who was well out of his league. Like most of The Firm, he was in his mid-twenties, with the build so common to those enlisted into Support Company – average height, with a thick back and shoulders. The perfect design for humping machine guns, anti-tank missiles or mortars.


Danny was the oldest of our group. Pushing twenty-eight and in his twelfth year of service, he was as bitter as the dregs of a guard room coffee pot, his handsome features often made ugly with the contempt-filled looks he shot at those he thought inept – which, most of the time, was everyone that he came into contact with. During our first encounter, Danny had asked a mutual friend about the ‘big-headed TA cunt’ who’d just joined the company. It was me, and the disdain was mutual. The same day, I’d asked my own comrades from Iraq about the ‘big-headed prick from “Recce”’. But then, thrown into the melting pot of our pre-deployment training, we soon found common ground – a hatred of the army’s inflexible and often archaic rules, and a disdain for those who we regarded as slovenly and unbefitting of the mantle of ‘soldier’ – and we became great friends. Danny’s disparaging view of humanity was not without grounds, however. He’d brought a native wife back with him from when the battalion had been stationed in Germany but the marriage had broken down under the fascinated gaze of the regiment. A single man now, we didn’t ease up on letting him know about it, and he responded with the kind of inventive insults that would shame a short-changed crack whore.


Jake had missed out on the battalion’s most volatile tour of Iraq, and came into this operation with more nerves than the rest of us – we knew enough to be scared, but for him there was that greater fear of the unknown. The Swansea boy was a canvas for tattoos that looked as though they’d been inked by a drunken four-year-old. He was also an eternal pessimist, rising to the bait when we’d tease him about the limbless future that awaited him. ‘Pinkmist’ quickly stuck to him as a nickname, and maybe we tempted fate with that, because he’d certainly live up to it.


I was the unlikely member of the group. I was the tattoo-less middle-class boy who was doing this ‘for fun’, and not because it was a career plan. A twenty-five-year-old university graduate turned lance corporal, this would be my third tour in three years. By using the backdoor of the Territorial Army, I had become what some would call a ‘war junkie’, signing up for whatever operations I could, and always begging to be sent to the unit that was likely to see the most action. I was eager and I was naive. I still thought war was a sport. I recognized the stakes were high, but I played willingly, because I knew that there was nothing else in life that would fill my limbs with adrenaline and my head with stories. I was in love with the notion of the hero, and like almost every young man who has gone to war, I was determined to play the part.


Coming into Helmand, our small group had some fifteen tours to its name, and so we considered ourselves ‘sweats’, and we knew enough to know that we didn’t know enough. Afghanistan was not Iraq, and we’d be learning many of the same lessons as the greenest private, but we hoped that our instincts would see us through.


July had welcomed us with a 45°C slap in the face, troops often heard grumbling that ‘it was redders, and they were threaders’. A rare display of common sense gave us a couple of days to adjust to the heat before we began our training in the empty desert. We used this time to explore Bastion, finding luxuries such as a Pizza Hut, coffee shops, and gyms. The place was Butlin’s surrounded by razor wire, and if it wasn’t for one thing we could have been in the desert outside of Las Vegas.


The hospital.


Day and night, British and American helicopters ferried broken soldiers to its landing pad. We watched the Chinooks and Black Hawks come in with lumps in our throats, praying beneath our breath for those on board, and more loudly that we would not become future passengers.


Our training began, a final chance to brush up on skills that could keep us alive. IED clearance. Contact drills. Medical training. We were visited by a former member of our battalion, now an SAS trooper. He was serving with the Medical Emergency Response Team (MERT), and still covered in blood from his last mission. Two soldiers had died, their deaths preventable had their tourniquets been properly applied. He was angry, and blasted us as though we’d been the ones responsible. When he left, many of the younger soldiers were white despite the heat.


‘It’s been a bad month,’ Danny observed as we lay on our cot beds, enjoying the meagre cool of the struggling air-conditioning unit. ‘I got a lift back from the Danish PX by a dragoon. They lost a guy today. He was trapped inside his vehicle and bled to death. He knew what was happening and was shouting for help, but his blokes couldn’t get to him.’


‘Fuckin’ hell,’ someone finally uttered. We all thought the lightly armoured CVRTs that the dragoons were using were deathtraps, incapabable of standing up to the enemy’s IEDs.


‘Don’t tell that to the younger lads,’ Jay added.


Danny looked offended. ‘I don’t talk to the younger lads.’


‘Yeah, but you do try and scare them. Don’t say anything about that,’ the softer man insisted.


‘I’m not a dickhead.’


‘You told Wayne his wife had the body of a dead sea lion washed up on the beach,’ I put in, referring to a saggy-faced NCO in our company.


‘That was different.’


‘And that you hoped he died in front of his kids on Christmas Day,’ Toby added, laughing at the memory of one of Danny’s many unprovoked assaults on his long-time comrade.


‘Yeah, well, that’s Wayne.’


That was Wayne. Respected, but an outsider to The Firm. No one could say why. Like so many other members of the company, he was liked by all within our tight clique but was never invited into our intimate brotherhood. Five was the magic number. Whether this was by design or not, I don’t know.


On many of our evenings in Bastion we attended vigils for those who had fallen in the previous few days. A friend for each one of the deceased spoke a few words on their comrade’s behalf. Many struggled, just as those in the ranks of the parade struggled to choke back the lumps in their throats. For myself, it was a time to reflect on the flesh and blood nature of my body, my imagination taking flight as I pictured myself torn, limbless, and broken. I pictured how the dead men remembered at the vigil had looked in life, and at their end. Was it quick? Did they know that they were dying? Nothing terrified me more than the idea of bleeding to death, and knowing it. Nothing knotted my stomach like the thought of a young soldier dying in the arms of his friends and begging for his mother.


What the fuck was I doing here?


One particular vigil stuck in my mind. It was held for an infantryman, a Fijian, and the bond of these islanders transcended unit and cap badge. Between the Brits there was a tribal distance between regiments, but not the Fijians. All of those present at Bastion, including those of our own company, sang a hymn in their own language. Though none of us could understand the words, the meaning was obvious, as beautiful as it was tragic.


The last post was sounded by a bugler, and was followed by the familiar verse recited at all military funerals and services:




They shall not grow old, as we that are left grow old:


Age shall not weary them, nor the years condemn.


At the going down of the sun and in the morning


We will remember them.





The solemn reply echoed from the ranks. ‘We will remember them.’


And then it was the turn of the bagpipes, a lament that faded into the evening’s pink skies as the piper marched away. A shiver ran up my spine, and I pushed down the thought that it could be my name being read aloud to the sombre formation within a week’s time. Which one of my friends would speak for me? Would he tell the truth, that I had come here with romantic visions of close combat and enemy dead at my feet? Or would he take the party line like all the others, and call me a consummate professional with a bright future in his beloved regiment?


As the service broke up a scuffle caught my eye. It was Jake, his hand around the throat of one of the younger soldiers.


‘Fucking prick was laughin’ and fidgetin’ all the way through,’ he snarled as he was pulled away. Jake’s words earned the private a hard slap around the head from one of our sergeants. It took me a long time to realize why Jake had reacted so violently. It wasn’t just about respect. It was the fear of knowing that some of us would be the focus of these services.


Having gathered up our friend, The Firm made its way back to the tents. Even Danny was silent, until we spotted a familiar face, a comrade of Iraq who served with a Scottish regiment; the Jocks had been used to fill the ranks of our own battalion before the recession had hit, and keeping a unit fully manned had become easier.


We swapped stories of mutual friends, learning that a former platoon commander, a well-liked leader in Basra, had been injured in an IED strike.


‘What’s it like compared to Iraq?’ I asked the Black Watch soldier.


He shrugged, worn out by the summer’s heavy fighting.


‘It’s all tha’ same pish.’


I was lying face down on my cot bed, my nose in a book about another man’s war. I’d served two tours of Iraq during the most violent years of the occupation and I’d come close to death, but I didn’t feel as if I measured up to the warriors that I read about. It was a sense of inferiority that gripped me every day, and had done since childhood.


It was what compelled me to be here.


The writer Samuel Johnson said that ‘every man thinks meanly of himself for not having been a soldier’. I had worn the uniform. Risked the IEDs, rockets, and gunfire. Lost comrades. And yet, reading about the generations of infantrymen before me, I felt like a fraud.


I didn’t know why I wanted to be a soldier, I just knew that I had to be. I understood that I was in a minority. No matter how many people watched action movies, played shoot ’em up games, or pictured themselves mowing down hordes of bad guys before banging the hot damsel, the truth remained: armies struggled to recruit. Most people would hate to be soldiers.


As a kid, I played with plastic guns in the fields and woods. I know that some of my friends did this. I used to roll up my duvet at night so that it formed the edge of a trench. I don’t think my friends did this. I remember, at eight years old, being gathered in class and told that the first Gulf War had started. I punched the air with glee, ‘Yes!’, and was immediately chastised by my teacher. At the time I hated her for her cowardice.


In my teens, I got my hands on as many personal accounts of war as I could. Vietnam was the most abundant source. I read about zapping, wasting, and raping. I wasn’t too sure about the raping, but I pictured myself doing the rest, emerging with a chest full of medals, and a necklace full of ears.


The week that I was old enough, I joined the cadets. This involved organized playing in the woods. The week that I turned seventeen I joined the Territorial Army, the Weekend Warriors. This was much the same, but the playing in the woods came with pay. It was the year 2000, twelve months before the world changed forever, as Americans are fond of saying.


It certainly changed for me.


During my A-level years, I chaffed as I watched British and American planes blow the shit out of Afghan mountainsides from my living room. As war-porny as it was, I could comfort myself that it was only really the special forces in action.


Then, in 2003, the invasion of Iraq began. These were British infantrymen on the ground. People my own age, from my own country, getting the chance to go to war. To do what soldiers do, and carry on the great traditions of our regiments. It gave me a war boner.


My mum had always wondered how they’d gotten young men to march off to the trenches, knowing that war awaited them. When she saw me practically drooling over the action on the TV, she had her answer: there was no answer. I’d had the same upbringing as my two brothers, but only one of us was losing sleep because he wasn’t in a war zone.


The ‘war phase’ of Iraq was over in an instant, and as friends of mine began deploying there it sounded like a pretty mundane affair. A contact here. A riot there. I decided I could wait until university was done. The truth was, I just didn’t want to get into trouble with my parents for dropping out. I was already showing great promise as a noble hero.


And then, in 2006, Iraq slid into a full-blown insurgency. Where soldiers had worn berets and sipped tea with the locals, now nothing less than tanks and armoured fighting vehicles could operate inside the city, and that at a cost of many lives.


I used the TA as the back door to my parent regular unit, the 2nd Battalion, The Royal Welsh, and hit the dusty streets, learning more in a few months as a team commander than I had ever done at university. There was no Firm then, though all of us except Jake were out there. There were other comrades. Other brothers. But their story is not the story of Afghanistan. It is enough to say that I had found my fraternity, was where I belonged, and in uniform I’d remain. When I returned from that deployment, my grandfather, a veteran of Bomber Command and its 75 per cent casualty rate, had told me that, ‘I was going to get myself killed.’ The words stuck in my head, but did little to dissuade me – I knew that my grandfather would not have taken his own advice had he been the one in uniform, because the battalion was my village now, the company my extended family, the platoon my home, and The Firm my brothers. We didn’t talk about what we’d do for each other, but we all knew.


That didn’t mean that we always got along, or couldn’t enjoy a joke at each other’s expense.


‘You fucking wankers,’ a red-faced Danny shouted as he entered the tent, enraged. ‘Who the fuck did this?’


He was holding a letter in his hand, and Toby and I burst into uncontrollable laughter. We had written a love letter on Danny’s behalf, sending it to our company’s female clerk. She’d been good enough to take Danny aside and softly reject him.


He flung the paper at Toby, who read an extract. ‘I know I sometimes seem angry, but I’m just putting on a front for the guys. I don’t want them to know that I’m sensitive because of my st-st-stutter.’


‘I hope you get your legs blown off. Both of you.’ It was a regular insult of his, and all of ours.


Outsiders, listening in to our conversations, may have mistaken us for mortal enemies. In that tent, we joked about who would lose what limb, whose girlfriend would be first to be get fucked, whose would be the first to get gangbanged, and whose would leave us if we were sent home as cripples. It was friends airing their deepest fears under a cloak of dark humour, and it continued throughout the tour.


Jay entered our tent, frowning as he announced that there would be cutting and changing between the platoons.


‘We’re not going anywhere,’ he said, meaning The Firm, and we sagged, relieved. ‘But the OC’s taking sniper and javelin guys from us to put in the other platoons.’


Danny snorted. ‘So now we have to sort out the teams all over again with blokes we don’t know?’


‘Fuck’s sake, like,’ Jake fumed. ‘Who are we losing?’


‘Grizzly, Foxpiss, Palin, and Fullback, among others.’


We were all especially aggrieved to lose Fullback, a sniper and good friend to us all. Later that day, he would tell us that that, ‘I’m ninety-nine point nine per cent sure I’m gonna die in that platoon. They’re shit.’


Being from Recce, Fullback was just upset at being pulled from his comfort zone. I doubted that the other platoons were shit, and they certainly weren’t stupid. In return for our specialists, we were mostly sent the dross that they could not wait to be rid off.


‘We’ve got all the mongs,’ Danny spat.


‘Johan is a top bloke,’ I said, coming to the defence of the South African native I knew from Iraq. ‘We’ve been lucky to get him.’


‘Maybe they’re alright,’ Jake offered. ‘You know what the rifle platoons are like. They just scream at the blokes. We can bring them along.’


‘We don’t have time to bring them along,’ Danny insisted. ‘They could have us killed in a few days.’


And some of the new private soldiers did everything to prove him right.


‘Do I need my warm kit and Gore-Tex for the ranges?’ the eighteen-year-old asked, leaving us too gobsmacked to reply. His name was Nacho, a private and one of the half dozen newcomers to our platoon. Perhaps the gormless, wire-haired idiot was immune to the sweltering heat of the desert.


‘No, you daft cunt,’ Danny finally said, rubbing at his temples.


‘Are you sure? We had to take them in training.’


‘Because your training was in fucking Yorkshire,’ the NCO strained through gritted teeth.


I laughed at the exchange, in a good mood as I had just been issued a general purpose machine gun (GPMG, or gimpy), my belt-fed murder machine. I’d been lobbying my platoon sergeant about it since we arrived in theatre, making the case that we had an abundance of NCOs, and I was one of the stronger guys who could handle the weight of the gun and its ammunition, which would total 30kg, on top of which would come body armour, helmet, water, gun oil, med kit, and rations. In total, I could expect to patrol with the weight of a small man on my back.


‘What are you gonna call her?’ Jake asked as I cradled the weapon.


I looked down on the gun as though it were my child. ‘The Widowmaker.’ It was a wry answer, though I was already picturing Taliban fighters dropping by the dozen as we went about our honest work. In Iraq I had told myself that I wanted to emerge from the tour with at least five enemy dead to my name. Before deploying I had even planned out the tattoo I would get to celebrate my enemy’s deaths – five hash marks. Above it, written in Arabic, a lyric from ‘Raining Blood’, my favourite Slayer track – ‘Death will be their acquiescence’ (not that I knew what acquiescence meant, but I thought it sounded cool). Instead, I had come home with a fat zero as my kill count. I would make up for it in Afghanistan, I promised myself.


‘The Widowmaker?’ Toby laughed. ‘Danny’s safe then. No one’s gonna marry that stuttering fuck again.’


‘You stutter yourself, you cunt!’ Danny shot back, which was true. If anything, Toby’s impediment was worse than Danny’s, which only really came out when he was put under pressure from the higher ranks.


‘How the fuck does the Boss have a stuttering radio operator?’ Toby pressed on.


No one had an answer for him as we left the tents for the desert, spending that morning conducting ranges in soaring heat. The afternoon was given over to Op Barma, the task of finding IEDs. Something that none of us felt fully prepared for.


‘They’re fucking shit,’ Toby said, watching our newest platoon members fuck up one drill after another. He moved off to take them aside and try once again to sink the lesson home with them.


‘You cunts need to get a fucking grip!’ he roared moments later, leaning down to shout into the face of a soldier of dwarf-like proportions. ‘You fuck up like this on the ground, it means you fucking die! Do you understand that?’


Toby had wanted to simulate a casualty drill. As a standard operating procedure, we should all be carrying a tourniquet and field dressing in the left thigh pocket of our trousers. The stunted soldier wasn’t, and Toby was right. Such a mistake could be the death of him in the field.


‘What the fuck do they think they’re seeing at the vigils?’ Jay asked us that evening. ‘Do they think they’re invincible?’


‘To be fair, I was like that,’ I said in grudging defence of the teenagers. ‘Wasn’t until my mate lost his leg that I realized it could happen to me. I didn’t even have insurance at that point.’


‘What you got now?’ Jake asked.


‘As many units as I can with as many providers. I’d double it all if I could. My mate got a hundred and fifty grand off max units for his leg. How the fuck do you make that stretch from nineteen to ninety?’


‘You’ll be lucky to live ninety more days, you cunt,’ Danny said happily.


‘It’s bullshit that we have to pay it ourselves anyway,’ Jake put in, and no one disagreed with him. ‘Civvies probably think it’s all taken care of for us.’


A chorus of affirmative grunts met the statement, and then Danny was back on to the subject of the private soldiers.


‘I couldn’t give a fuck if they just got themselves killed,’ he explained. ‘But they’ll be taking the rest of the team with them.’


Nobody objected to his logic, or took issue with his callous opinion.


‘The head shed are fucking up just as much,’ Jake muttered.


The company headquarters had failed to bring out a resupply of rations and water to the ranges that day, and as a result a number of soldiers were now hooked up to drips at the camp’s hospital. The guys from One Platoon had to make it back from the desert on foot, only to find a sneering Sergeant Major waiting to greet them.


‘Why are you sweating?’ he’d asked men at the edge of collapse.


That night there was a Combined Services Entertainment show put on for the troops, a procession of well-meaning entertainers that we were obliged to watch, but The Firm sneaked out during the first interval. Entertainment like that may have been welcomed by those stationed for the duration of their tour at the base, but we knew that this place was only a stepping stone for us. Like ripping off a plaster, we wanted to get it over with as soon as possible. Each extra day in Bastion was a day in a fucked-up fairy tale that only delayed the coming of violence and action.


Leaning against my cot bed, I tore the page from the issued prayer book, sliding the paper into the front of my body armour where it joined maps, medical documents, and morphine auto-injectors. It was the Soldier’s Prayer, and I liked it for its simplicity.




Oh Lord, you know how busy I must be this day,


If I forget you, do not forget me.





I wasn’t the only member of the company who had suddenly embraced religion. Many of the books and Bibles the padre had delivered to us were missing pages, while other soldiers sported the plastic, army-issued crosses and prayer beads around their necks. During the vigils, I’d noticed how men had recited the Lord’s Prayer with vigour, where usually there would only be muttering or silence.


‘Covering my bases,’ I told Danny as I sensed his sceptical look. He seemed to consider ridicule, but instead went back to his rant about how he had been issued a chain gun with a known fault for his Warrior armoured fighting vehicle. The gun had exploded during firing on the ranges that day, but luckily caused no injuries.


I added the final talisman to the inside of my body armour, a tiny, sparkling cross that had been sent to me by a friend. It would draw guardian angels towards me, she had told me in the letter, and I wanted to believe her. I would have sacrificed to Thor and Odin if I thought it would bring me safely through the coming months.


As if reading my thoughts and sending me an omen, the whoomp-whoomp-whoomp of a Chinook’s blades passed over our tent.


‘MERT,’ Danny deduced from the heli’s direction of travel.


‘There’s been two dead and a double amputee today,’ Toby told us, the information overheard in the camp’s dining facilities. This provoked Danny to thought.


‘If you could choose which two limbs got blown off, what would you go for?’ He threw the question to the group, our answers swift – we’d given a lot of consideration to such matters. The general consensus was that we’d choose legs, as prosthetic technology could make up for more in that area.


‘But only if I still have my cock and balls,’ Jay added.


‘Obviously,’ Danny replied. ‘So what if you lose all four limbs? You want to live or die?’


‘Fuck me,’ Jake uttered, considering such a fate.


‘Live,’ Toby said, unblinking. ‘As long as I can see my girls grow up, I don’t give a fuck.’


‘Not me,’ I spoke up. ‘If I’m in that much of a mess, just fuck up on the tourniquets. I don’t wanna be a sandbag.’


‘I’m gonna save you just to fuck you off then,’ Danny said with a sadistic smile.


‘Fuck’s sake.’ I shook my head as the gravity of the topic began to hang on me. ‘I’m sure there’s better conversations for lads in their twenties to be having.’


But if there were, we weren’t having them.


‘So, what would you rather lose?’ Danny began anew. ‘Your cock or your eyes?’




#veteranproblems Palm Springs, California, 2014



I stood on the hotel balcony with Corey, or rather we propped ourselves against its wooden railings. It was dark, and we were drunk. It was hot, but that’s not why we stood out in the California night. Our room was a party, and we wanted peace. We’d drank, we’d met girls, we’d drank, we’d started a fight in the pool, we’d drank, we’d been kicked out of the pool, we’d drank, and now we’d come to the inevitable.


We talked.


We talked about war, what else? Corey, a Marine Corps officer, was deploying to Yemen in a day’s time, and I both envied and pitied him. Earlier in the night, when we’d been happy drunks, we’d swapped some light-hearted stories, and as infantrymen we’d bonded over talking shit to the people who’d introduced us, our combat engineer friends.


But now we were not happy drunks.


I was melancholy, he was angry. It was time for different stories. I told him of Basra. Of Helmand. He told me of Fallujah. Of his Purple Heart. Of feeling ashamed to be proud. Different places, same war. Different armies, same soldiers.


He arched back and I thought he was going to fall, but instead he side-armed his empty bottle into the pool below.


‘Fuck it,’ he slurred, summarizing every emotion, every conflict.


I didn’t like to have that talk, but I knew that it was unavoidable. Like leaving the steel safety of your Warrior to check out a potential IED, it was just something that you sucked up, and pushed through. If you want to conduct a social experiment, give two veterans a case of beer and see how long it is until the topic is war, war, and more war.


For me and Corey, our tours were a blink in our thirty years of existence, and yet they consumed us, the default screensaver to our dysfunctional minds. The fun we’d had that night, the girls we’d caressed, we loved it all, but we didn’t know where to place it. It was as if an overzealous editor had trimmed the rest away, leaving us just the war as the first, the second, and the final acts of our lives.


Now, like the sorority girl who fucks the football team, we began to feel shame after the deed was done, our minds naked, spread legged, and vulnerable. From experience, we knew that there was a simple fix to such a problem.


There was drink and drugs at the party, and so we went inside to find it, hoping that our ghosts would remain forever on the balcony, and knowing that they would not.
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Lions, Donkeys, Dickheads




‘The soldier, above all others, prays for peace.’


GENERAL DOUGLAS MACARTHUR


‘Not the ones I met.’


LANCE CORPORAL GERAINT JONES





We were different.


We were different, because of a fact about the British infantry soldier that is conveniently forgotten.


We wanted to kill.


We could have taken a regular job and joined the local boxing gym, but they won’t let you kill someone in the ring. We joined the infantry because we wanted to see destruction. To cause destruction. This is one of the reasons the Afghan mission was doomed from the beginning; they sent warfighters to be peacekeepers and builders. We were supposed to support the reconstruction of a country. Instead we flattened it.


If we could bomb a compound, then by fuck we were going to bomb a compound. We wanted to see shit blow up. We wanted to see bodies dropping in our sights. We wanted to shout about it. High five about it. Record it and photograph it so that we could relive it again and again and again.


This wasn’t a conscript army, and we were all in Helmand by choice, or at least an extension of a choice. Yes, some had been seduced by the fabulous lies of recruiters. Yes, perhaps asking a sixteen-year-old to commit to an organization dedicated to bringing death was unethical, but nonetheless we had all volunteered in one way or another. The wars in Iraq and Afghanistan had been waging since most below the rank of sergeant had enlisted, and so those of us who wanted to be there had no sympathy for the troops who developed cold feet. ‘You joined the army, the army didn’t join you,’ was the common refrain.


The infantry were the army’s killers. ‘Everyone else is just here to support us,’ we’d say. ‘The infantry are the guys they make the movies about. Who’d watch Hamburger Hill if it was about some fat cunt chef flipping burgers?’


Some men, mostly in their mid-twenties like me, had a love–hate relationship with the army. We loved the way it allowed us to travel, to shoot the fuck out of things, and put (some) money in our bank accounts, but we hated the way that it cared about our appearance, micromanaged our lives, and seemed incapable of meeting us halfway. It was the power struggle of a relationship between a teenager and his parents all over again.


But the army was rigid for a reason. The bulk of infantry soldiers are eighteen to twenty-three years old, and many simply lacked the experience, or willingness, to think for themselves. This, of course, is a great thing when you’re trying to teach someone to kill without compunction, but give a private soldier an inch and he’d either sell it for alcohol or manage to kill himself with it.


Despite the loss of civil liberties, we loved the army for separating us from society. Even a soldier like me, who strived to look as unsoldier-like as possible, was proud to act and look the part when it suited.


But most of the time, it didn’t.


Our uniforms were issued to us, every man the same, except that nobody was. The battlefield was a fashion parade.


Younger veterans wore the same combats they’d had in Iraq, pale from the sun, the material of the knees shabby from Basra’s streets. Civilian boots were in vogue, the more scuffed and stained the better. Helmets were stripped of their elastic, then covered by scrim netting and banded with the rubber of an NBC boot. These would later be removed after an IED casualty had the rubber melt into his eyes, and so sniper tape took its place. Oakley gloves could not simply be worn as bought, they needed the finger tips cut off – how else do you feel out an IED? Like the boots, the more worn and stained they were, the better.


Types of camo should be mixed. In vogue that summer was a desert UBAC coupled with the traditional woodland temperate trousers. Or flip the outfit, putting desert combats with a temperate smock. I’d deployed with a pair of old-school lightweight jungle trousers, making myself the envy of many a battlefield fashion guru, but at the larger patrol bases wearing such garb was strictly verboten.


The sleeves of our UBACs had Velcro patches for unit and ISAF insignia − ISAF being the international force that we were a part of, though I’d be lying if I said we had any fucking idea what we were doing in Afghanistan, other than being there to kill Terry, of course. We soon supplemented these official patches with those that were ‘ally’; soldier’s slang for cool: Taliban Hillfighter, Major League Infidel, Taliban Hunting Club. Our wrists were adorned with bracelets, some for charities, others inscribed with the names of children or sweethearts. Our issued belts were discarded, replaced by thinner Velcro apparel. The army’s webbing and chest rigs were shed in favour of civilian brands such as 5.11. No discerning veteran would allow himself to use the issued daysacks in the desert.


Just like school, we laughed at those who didn’t follow the ‘cool’ way. In the classroom it had been the geeks, in Afghan it was the REMFs – the rear echelon motherfuckers. Wide-brimmed hats had been designed to protect from the sun, and yet if yours was not cut down, prepare for a piss-take or a sneering look, you fucking base-rat cunt.


There was no image less likely to instil confidence than that of a soldier clad entirely in issued gear, from his elasticated helmet cover to his unsullied boots. It meant that he had no backbone, no will of his own, for to follow dress regulations in the field was to deny yourself the identity of an individual. And when death could come for you at any moment, you want like fuck to be an individual.


When it came to rumour and gossip, the squaddie put the most bored housewife to shame. Even in the UK, hearsay spread like wildfire. In the boredom of a deployment, scandal transmitted through the soldiers with a speed that disgraced Ebola. Sometimes these rumours were born of fact before exaggeration and fantasy took its toll; a potential joint operation with the United States Marines turning into an imminent all-out assault on the Taliban’s version of Castle Greyskull. At other times it was impossible to trace their origin. I was often accused by battalion soldiers, from outside my own company, of disintegrating an Iraqi grandmother with 30mm cannon fire, despite never having been a Warrior gunner in my life.


The soldier’s name for rumour was ‘gen’, which could also be used to confirm or question such information.


‘Gen up, now, we’re doing a big assault on the Taliban’s Castle Greyskull.’


‘Gen?’


‘Gen, mate.’


Rumour of dubious content would be labelled as ‘scoff house gen’. More reliable sources were ‘pukka gen’. To really drive home the trustworthiness of his intel, a squaddie could insist that it was ‘pukka gen, no wah, forward assist’.


It wasn’t only where rumour was concerned that squaddies had their own language within a language. A helmet was a lid; body armour was drama; food was scoff; rations were rats; a rifle was a gat; a GPMG was the General, gimpy, or pig; a Warrior was a wagon; camouflage fatigues were combats; a friend was a mucker; an idiot was a mong; a good soldier was a top bloke; a veteran was a sweat or salt; a new guy was a crow; a girl was a split-arse; a suck up was a bum snorkeller; the Taliban were Terry; the locals were chogis; extra was buckshee; unpleasant was gopping; good was gleaming; special was Gucci; sentry duty was stag; loading magazines was bombing up; Chinooks were whockas; British medical teams were MERT, the Americans’ Pedro; the headquarters were the head shed; Jackals were free trips to the moon; a letter was a bluey; to tidy was to do areas; the artillery were drop shorts; camp soldiers were REMFs; to be cool was to be ally; to be selfish was to be jack; to sort out was to square; to go crazy was to go head gone; to lose something was to go diffy; to masturbate was to bang one out; to bring firepower to bear was to smash; to kill was to slot; to die was to die.


The words reaffirmed our position as a select group, a culture of youths who yearned to enjoy the same privileges as our civilian friends, and yet we eschewed their lifestyle in the same heartbeat. The irony was lost on us that the bulk of the words we changed would be redundant in that civilian world. When would they be asked to pick up their gats, lids and drama, and to clear a HLS for Pedro so that they could collect a mong who’d stamped on a snap peg, and gone diffy a leg?


I’m keenly aware that such terms as ‘mong’ and ‘split-arse’ are hardly PC, but neither is the business of killing people, or getting torn apart by shrapnel, or bleeding to death in a ditch. When you write a will at eighteen years old, you become a little desensitized. We were bred to kill or be killed, and decency of language is as much a casualty of war as anything else.


British soldiers in Afghanistan would die for each other – did die for each other – regaredless of race, regardless of colour, regardless of sexual orientation. The insults we flung at one another were often a sign of affection and taken as such.


These insults, like the war, came with rules of engagement. Mothers, even dead ones, were fair game. So were accusations of bestiality, necrophilia with family members, and racial slurs. Only a soldier’s children were sacrosanct, and even the most venomous-tongued abided by that unspoken agreement.


Cursing was not cursing, but as ingrained in our speech as the sweat in our combats. Tone was all, cunt being used to describe a best friend or a hated adversary. To fuck something up was not necessarily bad, if that thing had been a Taliban fighter or a compound. ‘Fuck’ slid into our sentences as unconsciously as breathing, a thousand inflections for a thousand situations.


It was no surprise that our favourite comedians were those with the most twisted minds, men like Jimmy Carr and Frankie Boyle, and we’d read out their latest punchlines from Nuts and Zoo.


Such lads’ mags were as close as many soldiers came to literature. Even without the distractions of life in the UK, few turned to books. Those who did inevitably read other soldier’s stories, or fiction written by SAS heroes Andy McNab and Chris Ryan.


That the majority of the ranks were uneducated on paper counted for nothing. Many had simply not had the opportunities afforded to people like me, blessed with parents who put their children first, and others had been failed by the system. Almost all had left school at sixteen.


Danny, for all his insults about mothers and wives, was far more politically astute than the people who’d sat beside me during university lectures on that topic. Jay was intelligent, particularly when it came to the workings of our Warriors. He tried to explain these things to me, but he may as well have been describing dark matter and its relation to the universe.


Academic qualifications may have been rare, but the infantry taught the soldier his own mathematics; thirty rounds to a magazine; deliberate fire, one round every six seconds, one magazine every three minutes; rapid fire, one round every two seconds, one magazine a minute; one section of eight soldiers, eight magazines a piece, eight minutes of rapid fire, twenty-four deliberate rate. Breathing assessment of a casualty, listen for ten, multiply by six, breaths should be ten to thirty in a minute. No breathing? Thirty chest compressions, two rescue breaths, squared.


Among the troops, a man was often rechristened, or at least addressed in a way that had been unfamiliar to them in their civilian lives. Closest comrades might be known only by their surname, their first names a surprise if they were ever encountered. Where several soldiers shared the same family name, the last two digits of their army number were sometimes tagged on, often with the surname shortened; Williams becoming Will 18, and so on. Sometimes the letters were disposed of entirely, a man known simply by his last two, just like the Victorian defenders of Rorke’s Drift. The alternative to numbers was to attach a distinguishing trait; Evs Worm and Evs Cry Baby both members of our company.


Some soldiers were known solely by nickname. This was usually a curse for them, as frequently the names derived from a physical characteristic. Men could be unfortunate enough to spend their entire army career being known as Chickenhead, Cow Face, or Monkfish. I was lucky to escape with Jonah 35 or Gez.


Perhaps among your closest friends you would be on first name terms, as I was with The Firm, but more than likely you just added a softening or a shortening to their surname; Jones to Jonesy, Bradley to Bradders, Tompkins to Tomo.


Senior NCOs could be addressed by name or nickname if it came from a long-serving junior rank.By the same token, an officer could be Boss, rather than sir. The OC and sergeant major were always Sir, and to them, you were your rank and surname.


An infantry company was a strange tribe, a soldier a rare breed in the nation, but to lump all troops together is like condemning the population of a town to a single personality.


Of course there were heroes and there were cowards. There were extroverts, introverts, and the grey shades in between. There were straight guys, bi guys, and gay guys. There was even an animal porn guy. There were the soft hearts, and the cold ones. There were the overcompensating, and the underrated. There were the workers, and the shirkers. The tour soldiers, the camp soldiers, the career soldiers, and the mistaken soldiers. They were the lions, the donkeys, and the dickheads.


I considered myself a tour soldier – I loved being on operations. That didn’t mean that I ever stopped complaining – which is the soldier’s prerogative – but deep down, I was where I felt fate wanted me. I’d volunteered for back-to-back deployments in Iraq, and I’d do the same in Afghanistan. I wanted to soldier, but I had a selective vision of what that entailed. Garrison duty was not for me. God spare me from irons, parades, and boot polish, and deliver me to unaccountable ammunition, sand in my arse crack, and adrenaline.


I was an anomaly in the ranks, because I possessed a university education. Whenever an officer learned of my qualifications, they’d ask me why I hadn’t sought a commission. I found it telling that my friends in the company never asked me the same. After insisting that I meant no offence, I’d explain to the officer that I wanted to be the guy kicking in the door, not the one telling someone else to do it. Before university, there had been a time when I’d wanted the career of an officer, but that was during peace. Truly, to be a machine-gunner in a war zone was my wet dream come true. The boys would tease, calling me the most qualified gimpy gunner in NATO, but the weight of the ammunition on my shoulders and the feel of the gun in my hands was worth more than any other experience I could think of.


Yes, I was a tour soldier for sure.


I’m not sure what our OC was. He struck me as more of a worn-down teacher than a soldier. That didn’t disqualify him from command, of course, but in my own mind I reckoned he had been put on earth to lead people through maths problems, not bayonet charges.


Danny’s own assessment of the major was as brutal as usual. A conclusion drawn from genetics and evolution.


‘You can’t trust a soldier whose hips are wider than his shoulders.’


And The Firm did not trust him, but we were soldiers, he was our officer, and so what else would we do but obey him?


In the majority of civilian businesses, promotion is based on ability, but in the army, the most important factor in climbing the ladder was time served. Yes, there were courses that needed to be attended and passed, but Danny appropriately summarized the road to the higher ranks with his usual scorn:


‘You’re in the army for two years, and you do a course with battalion, run around a bit, and pick up your first stripe. Three years more, you go to Brecon, run around for a few months, and get your full screw. Four more, Brecon, sergeant. Five more, CQMS course, colour man. Three or four, you pick up sergeant major, and all you had to do to get it was be too scared to leave the army and run around like a dickhead.’


Of course, some men did climb faster than others, and the system produced many a sergeant major whose men would follow him into hell.


Sergeant Major Smith was not exactly of this kind.


Like the OC, we did not see Smith as a bad man, just not as a great leader. If he was in our lives as a neighbour, we would have enjoyed a beer with him, then remarked to our family that there seemed to be something a little bit off about him that was hard to pin down. Maybe it was the way he was always making his pecs dance, whether he was having a personal conversation or walking at the head of a parade. We couldn’t decide if it was an involuntary spasm or if he was trying to distract us from the shit that he’d be spewing. He was an avid gym user, and the upside of Smith’s hobby was that he’d turn a blind eye when we later pilfered gym equipment from the larger bases to equip our own home.


Our company was blessed with an abundance of good sergeants, and if command was based on ability, then any of them would have been perfect as a company sergeant major during operations, but the army’s rank structure was as rigid and as unwanted as a teenager’s classroom hard-on, and so we were stuck with our own throbbing member in the form of Smith.


At school we are taught that evolution is a result of natural selection, as the genes of those unfit to survive are wiped from existence. If Darwin had met a private named Nacho he would have torn up his theory.


Nacho was one of those people who possessed the rare gift of being able to look scruffy at all times. He could be swathed in a gaggle of NCOs tidying him up like a millionaire surrounded by Savile Row tailors, but after two minutes alone he’d once again look like he’d been mugged and gang-raped by a group of vicious gorillas.
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