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Foreword

Improvised explosive device – IED – the preferred weapon of terrorist groups around the world for over forty years. The IED can kill you two ways. A big bomb, say twenty-plus kilos, will blow you to pieces. Quick and painless. But if you’re unlucky, I mean really unlucky, the blast will cut you in half, take away your legs and leave you disembowelled. You might survive but not for long, not unless you’ve got immediate access to a fully equipped trauma hospital with highly qualified battle-hardened war surgeons.

In Afghanistan in 2008, the Taliban began making IEDs by the thousand. The bombs weren’t sophisticated – in fact the quality was crap. But that wasn’t the issue. The problem was the number. By 2009 there were an estimated 10,000 IEDs buried in the ground in Helmand at any one time. British soldiers were being killed and injured every day. Morale was low and for a few brief months over that summer the Taliban were winning.

The best weapon against the IED is the bomb disposal operator. That was my job. When I flew into Helmand on the 6 April 2009 I was expected to hit the ground running, to tackle everything the Taliban could throw at me. I thought I was ready but, in reality, I wasn’t.

A couple of decades earlier when the Troubles in Northern Ireland were at their height a bomb disposal operator could be expected to deal with six to eight complex bombs in six months and in the busier parts of the province sometimes a lot more. By the end of my six months in Helmand I had defused more than a hundred IEDs.

What you will read over the next few hundred pages will tell you how I and my team helped beat the Taliban and lived to tell the tale. It was often a close-run thing. We made mistakes, casualties were taken, but in the end we were lucky. It’s a tough read. I haven’t pulled any punches. The book has been written so that you will know what it’s like to get up close and personal to an IED. How an IED is put together and what it’s like to defuse a bomb in a minefield when you’re surrounded by the dead and the dying.

Today, right now, in towns and cities across the UK would-be terrorists are designing a new generation of IEDs – more deadly than anything seen in Afghanistan. It’s a game of cat and mouse and at the moment we’re ahead, but for how long?
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First Op – Boots on the Ground

13 May 2009

Ten minutes to landing. Thank fuck. The longer we were airborne, the greater the risk. The Chinook was an easy target, even at night and the Taliban were gunning for a big prize. Burning alive in Afghan wasn’t the way I wanted to sign off.

My arse was aching like you wouldn’t believe and my legs felt like they belonged to someone else. My body was screaming with cramp and the heat was unbelievable. I was sitting down on the Chinook’s shiny, steel deck, unable to move, straitjacketed by my own equipment. My body armour, great for stopping bullets, acted like a thermal blanket, leaving me soaked in sweat and panting for breath. I shit you not, it was like a fucking sauna.

It didn’t worry me that we might be landing straight into the middle of a Taliban ambush. We’d been warned that the landing zone might be hot. Casualties were expected, the risks were high. Fine. Just get me on the ground and off the fucking chopper.

Strapped to my chest was my SIG 9mm pistol and a load of explosive ordnance disposal (EOD) kit. Ammo pouches on my hips held at least six mags of thirty rounds – in Afghan everyone had to be ready to fight. In one hand I held my rifle – the 5.56mm SA80 – a weapon with a bad reputation, but by 2009 effectively it had been rebuilt and was pretty decent. In the other hand was my day-sack, containing everything I needed to defuse IEDs.

The Chinook had been stripped of all its seats so more soldiers could be crammed in. Forty of us were squeezed inside an aircraft designed to carry half that number. That’s forty fully equipped troops carrying rucksacks and weapons, all sitting or squatting, unable to move. I would have happily paid a grand for a few more inches of legroom.

The engines screamed with the demands of flying at low level, hugging valleys, using the natural cover of the barren Helmand desert. I closed my eyes hoping to doze but something began pushing against my leg. ‘Jesus, give it a rest,’ I groaned. I reached forward ready to lash out, expecting an arm or leg but instead grabbed a handful of fur.

It was the explosive search dog sniffing at my kit. The dog’s senses had gone crazy – my day-sack was full of explosives. I gently stroked its fur and felt his panting breath on my hand. It must have been suffering far more than me but the dog lay quietly without complaint. Thoughts of my own dog, a hyperactive young cocker spaniel began to fill my mind. I called him Sabot, after a piece of ammunition – what do you expect from an EOD soldier? I was gently transported to happier times, playing fetch, going for long wintry walks, Sabot at my side.

‘Five minutes,’ the RAF loadmaster signalled.

The Chinook had been airborne for about fifty minutes and the smell of aviation fuel was starting to make everyone feel nauseous. An acrid stench of fresh vomit began to waft through the chopper and I started to gag; there are only a few things in this world that make me want to throw up and that smell is one of them.

A young soldier, still a teenager, was retching violently. Tears were streaming down his face as he struggled for breath. We were all scared – none of us knew what the future held.

His section commander leaned over – anger in his eyes – mouthing the words: ‘Get a fucking grip.’

‘One minute,’ the loadmaster shouted holding up a solitary finger for those who couldn’t hear.

I tried to stand but my legs, numbed into paralysis by sitting cross-legged, buckled and I collapsed in a heap. A hand reached down from above helping me to my feet.

‘Cheers, pal,’ I said but my words were lost beneath the deafening roar of the engines.

The helo had barely touched down before the loadie started screaming for everyone to get off. A stationary chopper in Taliban territory was a sitting duck. I charged into the dark void, soldiers around me stumbled and fell. Chaos.

I ran clear and fell on my belt buckle. The ground was unexpectedly wet with dew and smelt clean and fresh – not what I was expecting. I looked up to scan the ground ahead and felt my helmet hanging half off my head as though I was a recruit in the first week of training. A basic error. I’d spent the last two days squaring my kit away for the operation and I’d forgotten about my helmet. Hours had been spent getting my kit sorted, making sure everything was where it should have been. Personalising my body armour to make sure it fitted comfortably, giving me easy access to my tools and pistol. It was amazing how many hours could be whiled away ensuring that everything worked and was comfortable. A little bit of OCD went a long way in Afghan.

In Helmand your kit was your life-support system. Body armour, pistol, helmet, field dressing, tourniquet (in case you lose a leg or two), morphine, to dull the pain of a traumatic amputation, wire snippers, smoke grenades, and the all-important paintbrush, used for clearing the sand away from the IEDs. I kept my 9mm SIG pistol within easy reach – it was my close protection weapon. But if I had to use it in anger then something had gone seriously wrong.

I also had another 50 kilograms of kit that I squeezed into my Bergen rucksack and that was meant to be ‘light scales’, meaning you took what you could carry, nothing more. I didn’t have the luxury of a bomb disposal suit – a 50-kilogram Kevlar padded jacket and trousers combo with ballistic plate designed to allow the person inside to, within reason, survive a blast. I couldn’t run in it and so the suit was about as tactically sound as a Day-Glo vest – no use in Afghan.

Fuck up over here and it’s game over. What’s left of me gets mopped up and flown home in a box and I become just another sorry stat on an ever-growing casualty list. A brief mention on the news, grieving parents, tears, friends talking of a brave soldier who gave his life for his country. A few minutes of useless fame before the next pissed-up celebrity steals the headlines.

Not the end I had in mind. This was my first mission in Afghan and I wanted to do well. I wanted to be the operator who can be relied upon – not some idiot that turned himself to red mist first time out. I’d come too far, worked too hard and sacrificed too much for it to all end on day one.

I was in charge of a Counter-IED team on Operation Herrick 10 – the code name for the war in Afghanistan. The main headquarters was Camp Bastion, a vast tented city in the middle of Helmand that acted as a central hub for British and NATO forces. It grew in size every day; at any one time several thousand troops would arrive, preparing to leave or waiting to go into battle. The place was almost self-sustaining, producing its own water and getting rid of its own waste. There was a hospital, complete with trauma team and Intensive Care Unit, dining halls churning out thousands of meals a day, gyms, coffee shops, a NAAFI with satellite TV and a Pizza Hut. It all helped to remind us there was life beyond the shit-filled ditches of Helmand. Bastion also had an airport, which had it been in England would have been almost as busy as Luton. There were even traffic police to ensure that troops stuck to the camp speed limit of 15mph. That was life inside the wire. But out in the badlands of Helmand life was a little different.

Inside our cavernous, white air-conditioned tent in Bastion talk was absent. The piss-taking, jokes and banter that filled idle minutes had been replaced by focused silence. It was kit-check time. Check, check and check again. The packing and reorganising was partly out of necessity and partly to keep our minds occupied, a way of wasting a few hours in between eating, trying to sleep and reading. Soldiers throughout the centuries have done the same, attempting to control their nervous anticipation as they waited to go into battle.

My No. 2 and second-in-command Corporal Lewis Mackafee, was keen to get out. One thing he wanted was a firefight with the enemy. Secretly we all did. We all wanted to say that we’d been in contact but you needed to be careful what you wish for, especially in Afghan.

The Electronic Counter Measures (ECM) Operator, Lance Corporal Dave Thomas, was very bright, but quiet, and always on top of his kit, making sure it was clean and in good order. His equipment was top secret, or at least how it worked was. It was designed to jam radio frequencies so the Taliban couldn’t target us with remote-controlled (RC) IEDs.

The search team, the other part of my unit, had trained together for over a year and had grown as close as brothers. The search commander was Corporal Alan Chapman, a gleaming soldier and a born leader. His team looked up to him, especially the younger lads who were barely out of their teens: Matt, Malley, Harry, Sam and Robbo, who were bright lads with great attitude, the requirements for a High Threat Search Team. Most of their mates were probably at uni or back home in the pub cheering on their favourite football team.

Dust as fine and soft as talcum powder blanketed everything inside Bastion. Tents, vehicles, aircraft, the gym, even the toilets, nothing was spared. But you learned to deal with it. Someone once said the dust is mainly composed of centuries of human shit dried by the desert heat and turned to dust by the desert winds. Now the British Army were sucking it up, fighting a war that was never meant to happen against an enemy who had no concept of defeat. Some of the people we were fighting had been at war longer than most of us had been alive. The Taliban might be poorly educated, ill-equipped and out-gunned but they were committed and loved nothing more than a good dust-up.

Brimstone 42 – the call sign of my Counter-IED team – were itching for action. I know that sounds like a cliché but it was the truth. We were squared away and swept up. Now we wanted to test ourselves, take on the Taliban and pull bombs out of the ground. We wanted to save lives and win our war. Like every soldier arriving in Helmand, my guys had been trained and tested to within an inch of their lives. In theory there was nothing more we could learn. Each one of us knew everything there was to know about our trade – the only thing we lacked was experience.

‘If you remember one thing remember this: in Afghan what can go wrong will go wrong,’ one of the instructors said to my team on the last day of Role Specific Training (RST) three days earlier. That simple statement played over and over in my head. It became my own personal mantra. In Afghan what can go wrong will go wrong, so plan accordingly.

Soldiers died there every day because they either messed up, became complacent or were just unlucky – two out of three were in their control. That was the reality and the quicker you learned that the better. The best you can hope for at the end of six months is to be alive – preferably with both arms, legs and your bollocks intact. Anything beyond that is a bonus.

The Chinook that had dropped us lifted into the night sky creating an instant brown-out as dust and crap was kicked up into a mini whirlwind by the downdraught of its rotor blades. I buried my face in the damp desert and waited for a few seconds before clambering to my feet. As I lowered my night vision goggles (NVGs) night became day and it became apparent I was not alone. The night was lit up by the bright infrared beacons mounted on the side of the soldiers’ helmets, which were used to help aircraft, helicopter gunships and ground troops to identify friendly forces. A scene of utter chaos began to unfold around me. Hundreds of soldiers were spread across the fields, seemingly without anyone in control. Chinooks were landing every few seconds disgorging an army of troops. It was day one of Operation Sarack – a battlegroup search-led operation into a Taliban-held area of Helmand.

Two large compounds – basically farms – had been identified as potential IED-making factories. The production of the bombs had become a cottage industry; hundreds, possibly thousands, were being made and they were having a devastating impact on the war. ‘Improvised’ meant they were constructed from almost any materials – the Taliban could make a bomb out of two pieces of wood, hacksaw blades, some wire, a Christmas tree light and about 10kg of home-made explosives, the main charge. A 20kg main charge will blow you to pieces, anything bigger and a mop will be needed to deal with what’s left.

The plan was to swamp and secure the area with troops, seal off the compounds, clear any Afghans, either willingly or otherwise, and then conduct a detailed search. Anything that looked like IED would be handed over to my Brimstone team to deal with.

Senior officers will spend days, sometimes weeks, planning military operations. Orders sessions can last several hours as the information distils down from the top brass to the soldiers on the ground. It is a massively time-consuming process where every eventuality is planned for. But as every soldier knows no plan survives contact with the enemy.

Almost immediately, the mission, at least my team’s part in it, began to unravel. Initially two Brimstone teams were supposed to deploy on the operation but twenty minutes into the briefing that was cut to one. Then, just as we were about to board the helicopters, I was told that our objective had now changed. Again not a massive issue as the fundamentals of the operation remained: get to the objective and clear it – simple.

All Counter-IED teams carry the prefix ‘Brimstone’ as part of their radio call sign and my team consisted of eleven soldiers: a four-man bomb disposal team – that’s me, my No.2, an Electronic Counter Measures (ECM) Operator and my infantry escort to watch my back while I was dealing with the bomb. I was also supported by a Royal Engineer Search Advisor (RESA) and a Royal Engineer Search Team (REST), which consisted of six, very bright and ridiculously brave soldiers. They found the bombs for me to deal with. Brimstone 42 was part of the Counter-IED Task Force, a special unit created to tackle the increased number of IEDs.

The last-minute objective change meant my team were split across two helos, so they were God knows where on the battlefield when we hit the landing zone. After a few minutes of scouring the landing zone I spotted my No.2, Lewis, heading towards me. Following behind were Dave, the ECM Operator and my infantry escort. It was good to see them. I could deal with changes to the plan but if we had been split up we would have been no use to anyone.

I dropped to one knee in the middle of a field as the team came together. ‘All right, lads? Everyone OK?’ I whispered. They nodded but no one spoke. ‘We’re moving off to north, that way. The sun is coming up on our right to the east. We’ve got about a K [kilometre] of tabbing to the objective.’

If the fighting had kicked off at that moment we’d have been in serious trouble. The ground was boggy. Mud clung to my boots. Trying to run, weighed down by kit, would have been impossible. No one had mentioned that in the briefings. The fetid smell of human shit hung heavily in the air, an indication that habitation was close by, and the night was sticky and warm. I was drenched with sweat and beginning to dehydrate. Above were bats feasting on mosquitoes dive-bombing the line of troops stretched out into the darkness. I looked up at the night sky. There was no light pollution and I gazed in awe at the vastness and clarity of the Milky Way, twinkling light years away above me. I was oddly comforted in the knowledge that it was the same sky I could see from my home in England and I found myself smiling at its beauty.

As we moved off again one of the infantry corporals began gobbing off about someone forgetting to tape up an infrared beacon to reduce its brightness. Only a tiny pinhole was needed otherwise the infrared light effectively renders night vision goggles useless by blurring them out.

‘Fucking atts and detts . . . the wankers have forgotten to square away their IR beacons – amateurs. Probably never been out on the ground before.’ ‘Atts’ and ‘detts’ were attachments and detachments – the Brimstone team. He had said it loud enough for everyone to hear even though we were supposedly on a tactical approach to the objective. I had a quick look about and saw that the offending beacon was attached to one of his lads and not wanting to look like a twat for not being on top of his men the idiot blamed my guys.

‘Oi, dickhead – wind your neck in,’ I said an inch or so away from his face. My words stopped him dead in his tracks. Not knowing whether to shit or piss he muttered an apology.

In single file, walking slowly and in silence, we made our way through the wheat fields, stopping every now and then for no visible reason. Somewhere up ahead a lone soldier cleared a path with a metal detector, moving slowly and methodically searching for IEDs. Our lives were in his hands.

The column ground to a halt. I again dropped onto a knee, waiting for the rest of the team to emerge from the pre-dawn gloom. One by one they appeared and formed a semicircle around me.

‘I never knew a K could be so knackering,’ Sam whispered. A ripple of soft laughter fluttered through the team – spirits were high.

I gulped down water and wiped the sweat from my eyes. Ahead the infantry were moving in to secure the target – a large compound with mud walls designed to keep intruders out and protect those inside. In all likelihood the compound was around when the British first invaded Afghanistan in the early nineteenth century.

As we chatted quietly an infantry sergeant emerged from the darkness. A large, confident grin was spread across his dirty face.

‘Right, lads, make yourself comfortable. You’re going be here for at least an hour. No smoking or brews but you can get something to eat,’ he said before disappearing back into the night.

I got as comfortable as I could using my day-sack as a backrest to lean on and tried to relax. I noticed a young soldier shivering in the dark. ‘You all right, mate?’

‘Just cold, Staff,’ he answered, teeth chattering. I reached into my Bergen and pulled out an old poncho liner.

‘Wrap yourself in that. We’re going to be here for a while. And take on some water – you’ll be all right.’

I dropped my night vision goggles back down and noticed that some of the team had nodded off. An hour or so later, around 0430 hrs, a message filtered its way down to my team that we had to be ready to move by 0445 hrs.

The young soldier who had been shivering an hour or so earlier neatly folded my poncho liner and handed it back to me, smiling. ‘Thanks but you didn’t need to fold it,’ I added before stuffing it back into my pack.

Everyone struggled to stand beneath the weight of their kit with legs stiff from the cold. One by one, the soldiers began to follow the man in front in a long single file. The route was marked by guides from a reconnaissance unit ensuring that we were heading in the right direction.

Through the gloom, I spotted our first objective, the compound with typical fifteen-foot-high and two-foot-thick walls. Groups of soldiers began breaking away taking up defensive positions around the outside wall. I headed for a corner of the compound where an orchard offered a bit of cover if a contact kicked off. Gradually, Brimstone 42 arrived, dropped their kit, took up fire positions and waited for the next set of orders. We had now entered the realms of a classic military operation – hurry up and wait.

The first sign of dawn over in the east was greeted by a chorus of birdsong. Still cold and leaning against the fifteen-foot compound wall, I watched as the sun crept into the dark, hoping that it would reach us by the time we had to move again. A little bit of heat would have done wonders for morale. As light began to flood into the valley a mist appeared and hung like a white veil across the hand-groomed fields surrounding us. The Islamic call to prayer echoed across the land, hungry dogs barked and in the distance, and several fields away, men wearing turbans and wrapped in blankets began to emerge from their homes. They paid us little attention as they squatted down to shit in the same irrigation ditches many of us had just walked through.

Helmand is located in southern Afghanistan and has a border with Pakistan. It is largely desert apart from the area either side of the Helmand river, a lifeline running through the country like a major artery, irrigating the land and turning parts of the desert into a lush fertile plain. This area was known as the Green Zone and where the majority of the population resided. It was also the region the Taliban wanted to control.

I scoured the landscape through my weapon-sight, marvelling at the pre-industrial beauty of rural Helmand. Life had changed little for hundreds of years. Invaders had come and gone but the Afghans seemed to have an almost superhuman capability to endure.

Just as I was becoming lost in my own thoughts the clipped tones of a public schoolboy brought me back to reality.

‘Where’s ATO?’ demanded a young second lieutenant who looked as though he had literally just left the Sandhurst military academy. He was referring to me – Staff Sergeant Kim Hughes. I’m an Ammunition Technician but in Afghan everyone was called Ammunition Technical Officers (ATOs) – the bomb disposal specialists.

‘I’m the ATO, sir,’ I responded expecting a quick brief on the latest developments.

‘You’re at the wrong objective,’ he said with a tinge of blame as though the mistake was mine. He was probably only on his first operational tour but appeared full of confidence, which could be both good and bad.

‘What? No, this is our objective,’ I replied testily. ‘We were supposed to go to the other compound but the plan was changed yesterday. This is our objective. This is the bomb factory and we’re here to clear it.’

But as the words came out of my mouth a half smile crept across his face. ‘Shit happens. Things change and so has your objective. An IED has been found at the other compound and that’s where you should have been sent to.’

‘Are you taking the piss, sir?’

‘No, Staff, I’m not. You are needed over there,’ he added, pointing in the direction of another compound, around seven hundred metres away.

‘So how are we going to get there, sir?’

‘Tab,’ he responded, as he walked away.

It was now daylight, the Taliban were awake, had finished morning prayers and were ready to fight. Now my team had to walk across open ground for seven hundred metres with no cover because someone hadn’t got their act together.

‘Officers couldn’t organise . . .’ the sentence drifted away unfinished. The lads chuckled to one another as I walked over to the search team to break the good news.

Dave interrupted: ‘Staff, just got information on the radio. They’ve got definite confirmation of an IED at the other objective.’

‘Roger, tell them we’ll be there in the next twenty mins.’ The plan was unravelling and fast.

The Taliban would have clocked us as soon as the Chinook landed. My mind began to race. They were probably already in their ambush positions or moving towards them. There was no choice but to cut straight across the poppy field. The crops were about knee high so a bit of cover for us if there was a contact but also cover for them.

I called everyone together beneath the shade of a fruit tree. The guys were sitting and kneeling and listened attentively as I charged through a quick set of battle orders. Sapper Sam Jack, one of the younger members of the search team, was nodding as I spoke. He soaked up every bit of info. An excellent soldier, bright and super fit with a huge amount of common sense. Exactly the sort of bloke you want in your team. He already had that sense of authority, which even those more senior respect. I knew back in training that he was going to be a vital member of the team. He was the first to volunteer for the more difficult tasks and never complained. One of those guys that binds teams together.

‘We’ve got to get ourselves over to that compound,’ I explained, first pointing at the map and then at the building around seven hundred metres away. ‘We’re going to be exposed moving across the field and any attack is likely to come from that tree line. I want REST to lead, RESA and I will follow, the remainder behind me. If we get attacked go firm and return fire. No unnecessary stops. The less time we are in the open the better. Ready to move in five.’

Sapper Michael Malley, another top soldier, was testing his mine detector – he was point man, probably the most dangerous job in Helmand. He either finds bombs or steps on them. Sam had volunteered to follow directly behind Malley.

The sun was now in the sky and I could feel the heat burning my neck as I squinted through the diamond-white light to the fields beyond. The front man set off at a speedy pace and in a matter of minutes we were breathing heavily and dripping with sweat. Somewhere in the distance the crackle of automatic gunfire split the early morning silence. No rounds were coming our way so we cracked on.

Several bangs followed. ‘RPGs,’ I said to myself. In the distance I could see farmers moving into their fields – or were they Taliban? I powered on, becoming increasingly incensed that my team was now completely exposed. By the time we reached the target I wasn’t in the mood for any more mistakes. Unlike the first objective, the compound was located within a small hamlet of four farms, each surrounded by lush green fields growing a mixture of opium poppy and marijuana, drugs used to fund the Taliban’s fight against NATO.

The area around the compound had been secured and tired-looking soldiers were monitoring tracks and potential Taliban firing points. The team gathered by a small stone wall and I told them to have a brew and get some scoff when I noticed Sgt Lee Ward, my RESA, was already chatting to an officer. Lee was a seasoned pro and as the Search Advisor was a key member of the team. But on this occasion he was overstepping the mark. I was the boss. I was the guy who made the decisions. The fact that we had been told there was an IED here changed the nature of the task. It was no longer a search-led operation and Lee should have understood that. Major mistakes start as minor mistakes. If everyone does their jobs properly you eliminate the risk of it all going horribly wrong. I was now really pissed off. We’d been messed around for the past twelve hours and now an officer was chatting to my RESA when there was an IED to be dealt with. My temper got the better of me.

‘Right, what going on?’ I said.

The officer, a ginger-haired lieutenant who was barely out of his teens, looked at me with a ‘You can’t talk to me like that’ look on his face.

‘Right, sir, I’ve been told there is an IED here. Why haven’t you spoken to me about this? Why are you speaking to the RESA?’

The officer looked taken back and slightly hurt, then said: ‘What are you talking about, Staff? There’s no IED here.’

I exploded. ‘Then what are we doing here? Not only have we been messed about from the get-go, we’ve been forced to tab across open country to get to this location because you said there was an IED and now you’re saying there isn’t. So what is it?’

‘There’s no IED, we just want the compound searched in case there is an IED. Obviously a breakdown in communication your end.’ I looked at him incredulously.

‘Fine,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘I’m going to be sitting over there with my team.’ I turned to Lee and added: ‘Crack on with your search. I’m here if you need me.’ Lee nodded, not saying anything.

My team looked at me waiting for response. I took my helmet off, sat down and took on some water. They were waiting for my reaction. I could see them trying not to laugh. I closed my eyes and folded my arms across my body armour and yawned loudly. ‘Wake me if anything happens,’ I said to no one in particular.

Cpl Alan ‘Chappy’ Chapman, the REST Commander, began to organise the team and gave them a quick briefing on how he wanted the search to progress. Chappy was a born leader and a tough no-nonsense soldier who was held in great respect by his team. Although he was only in his early twenties he had the wisdom of a seasoned veteran. While they busied themselves, I slipped into a deep sleep.
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Man Down

Afghan compounds vary in size considerably but most follow a similar pattern. They are usually surrounded by high mud walls that have been baked concrete-hard by the sun. In some cases the walls are two or three feet thick and are almost impenetrable. Within the walls are a number of buildings, stables and stores along with the main dwelling.

As I dozed the search team entered the compound and began their hunt, looking for anything resembling bomb-making equipment: wires, home-made explosives or ammonium nitrate-based fertiliser – which can be turned into high explosive with a little bit of know-how – improvised detonators, pressure plates and yellow palm oil containers which the Taliban used to hold the main explosive charge. The scene inside the compound was chaotic and the buildings may well have been abandoned just prior to the soldiers’ arrival. Sam, Malley and Harry began searching through some of the smaller buildings while Chappy stood back and controlled the operation.

Sam headed into one of the stables, scanned the area with his metal detector, searched into the corners with his torch and reappeared. ‘Nothing in there.’

‘Roger,’ Chappy responded.

Harry was the next to reappear. ‘That one’s empty too,’ he said referring to a small windowless building behind him. ‘It just stank of shit.’

As the rest of the team broke into laughter, Malley came tearing out of another building. ‘Shit!’ he shouted so loudly that all heads turned towards him. Close behind was a massive, snarling dog, teeth bared and foaming at the mouth. Afghan dogs had a reputation for being aggressive and often infected with rabies. Harry, who was probably the team’s best shot, brought his rifle up into the aim and fired a single shot at the dog as it leapt at Malley. The bullet struck the animal in the chest passing through the dog’s lungs and heart. It was an excellent kill shot and the dog was dead before it hit the floor. But a 5.56mm high-velocity round carries a lot of kinetic energy and the bullet continued on its trajectory first hitting the ground, ricocheting upwards where it struck the compound wall before tumbling and spinning towards Sam. The bullet fragment hit Sam’s face with a sickening thwack, passed through Sam’s right eye socket before puncturing the front of his brain. He collapsed like a puppet with the strings cut.

Initially all eyes were focused on the poleaxed dog, then Chappy saw Sam lying on the floor with blood pumping from his face.

‘Man down!’ Chappy shouted. ‘Man down.’

I was woken first by the shot and then Chappy’s voice, full of panic and fear. ‘Man down’, two words no soldier wants to hear. It’s never said lightly. It means there’s a casualty and it’s serious.

I grabbed my rifle and instantly bought it to my shoulder, fumbling for the safety catch with my index finger. I quickly scanned the area to my front in the hope I might see the enemy and return fire, but nothing.

Chappy screamed again, ‘Medic – where’s the fucking medic?!’

The next few seconds were a bit of a blur as Lewis and I raced into the compound. The team were over in the far corner, some standing, others kneeling. Other soldiers were looking on, their faces white with fear. Time froze and everything went into slow motion. People’s mouths were moving but I couldn’t hear their words. I was trying to take everything in, trying to formulate some kind of threat assessment, trying to get the answers before even asking the questions.

Then I saw Sam. He was lying on the ground, his feet twitching violently. Chappy, kneeling next to him, looked up at me and mouthed the words: ‘He’s fucked.’ It felt like I was in some sort of surreal dream.

Chappy quickly explained what happened but even then I couldn’t really believe what I was hearing. It was a one in a million chance. If he had moved a fraction of a second earlier or later the bullet would have missed him. But this was not to be his day. It was bad luck in all its horrific effect.

Harry was slumped against a wall, his rifle between his legs with tears rolling down his face. He was as white as a ghost and shaking. His eyes were fixed on a congealed blood trail slowly being absorbed into the floor.

Sam let out a terrible, agonised moan, like a fatally injured animal. His right eye was closed and swollen. Blood was running down the side of his face and had pooled into a small, deep-red puddle by his ear. My stomach turned as I knelt beside him. Chappy was holding his hand: ‘You’re gonna be fine, Sam, nothing to worry about.’

Sam tried to lift his hand to his face, but was gently stopped by Chappy. ‘Don’t touch it, you’re going be OK.’ I was raging, wanting to scream, what a waste. It’s one thing to get injured by the enemy, that’s part of the deal and perhaps expected. But this was something else.

Sam was in a very bad way. His breathing was laboured and his body was convulsing violently. A medic arrived and immediately went to work, ordering the lads to back off and give him some space. He checked Sam’s vital signs, his breathing and heart rate. He gently opened Sam’s eye to get a clearer look at the wound. He winced as though he could feel Sam’s pain. I stood up and walked towards Lewis Mackafee, who looked shell-shocked.

‘Lewis, give me the satphone. I need to speak to the Ops Room. And then go sit with Harry.’

I walked about the compound trying to get a satellite lock on my phone. Behind me I could hear the signaller calling in the nine-liner, basically a casualty reporting system that enables the Mobile Emergency Response Team (MERT) to be deployed.

Back in Bastion, one of the watch-keepers answered.

‘This is Staff Sergeant Hughes, Brimstone 42, get me the SAT [Senior Ammunition Technician] now.’ The SAT, WO1 Jim Hutchison, was the in-theatre expert when it came to anything Counter-IED. He was also a close mate and more importantly my boss. Jim had been a bomb disposal operator for almost twenty years and had been involved in just about every confict since the Falklands War. He always offered a cool head in a crisis and what he didn’t know about bomb disposal wasn’t worth knowing.

Jim came on the phone. ‘All right, pal, how’s it going, the guys OK—?’

I cut him off, ‘Sapper Sam Jack has been shot. He’s taken a round to the face. It’s bad.’

‘Kim, wait,’ he said before turning to the entire Ops Room staff: ‘Shut up!’ he shouted. ‘Anyone who doesn’t need to be here, get out.’

‘Kim, I’m back. Tell me everything.’ We talked for the next ten minutes as I gave him a detailed account of what happened. As I listened to myself it seemed unbelievable.

‘You need to get over to the hospital when Sam comes in because, to be brutally honest, I don’t think he’s going to make it. I’m also going to throw Sapper Harry Potter on the aircraft. He’s in shock and won’t be any good on this op now. It was a one in a million accident. It wasn’t his fault but he’s taken it badly.’

‘Roger, Kim. Stay safe.’

As I put the phone down I looked over to see the guys carefully putting Sam, who was drifting in and out of consciousness, on a stretcher.

‘Sam, the chopper’s inbound,’ Chappy said reassuringly, as he frantically scanned the horizon.

‘You’re such a drama queen, Sam,’ I said trying to lighten the mood. ‘All this fuss. There are gonna be lots of hot nurses feeding you grapes and giving you bed baths.’

‘Lewis, get Harry ready, get his weapon unloaded. Malley, do the same with Sam’s shooter . . .’

Then I heard the distinctive sound of a chopper approaching; never before had I been so happy to hear it.

I pointed at one of soldiers who had secured the compound earlier. ‘You, go and mark the HLS with smoke.’

A little while later a green cloud of smoke was beginning to form. The helicopter was a US Black Hawk, call sign ‘PEDRO’ and manned by US para-rescue special forces who would go anywhere at any time to save the lives of injured soldiers. Hovering high above was another Black Hawk, scanning the ground looking for Taliban.

The helicopter landed nose on to the smoke grenade and the immediate area went into brown-out from the dust being kicked up by the rotors. Over my shoulder, I could see three of the team lying across Sam, protecting him from the dust cloud.

The medic gave the thumbs-up to approach and six of us carried Sam to the chopper, while Harry followed on close behind. The Black Hawk’s side door slid open and Sam was gently eased into the cabin where the medics immediately began their work. A few seconds later the chopper was airborne and Sam was gone. I watched as the helo disappeared into the wide blue sky before walking back to the compound, head bowed and silently praying that Sam would survive.

The entire team was effectively in shock but as tragic as the incident was there was still a job to do. I pulled Lee and Chappy over to a quiet corner of the compound and told the rest of the lads to get a brew on.

‘Sam is in the best place he can be,’ I said, and they both agreed. ‘This is important. Can we still function operationally? We’re two searchers down?’

‘We’re good,’ Chappy answered. Lee nodded.

‘Good. Then let’s get back to work,’ I replied.

The team began to search the compound systematically, room by room. The searchers were focused but I knew they were hurting.

‘Fuck,’ Malley said loudly to himself. A used syringe needle had stuck into his glove but fortunately had not punctured his skin. ‘There’re dirty needles everywhere,’ he told the rest of the team.

Needle stick injuries were extremely serious. AIDS and hepatitis were major problems in Afghan and anyone even suspected of being injured was on the first available chopper back to Bastion, where medics pumped you full of drugs.

An hour later the search was complete and there was no evidence to suggest that the compound had ever been used as a bomb factory. Our first operation and we were the victims of bad intelligence. We all felt that Sam had been injured for nothing and the sense of waste was almost overpowering. I tried to tell the lads that we’d done a decent, professional job but they weren’t stupid. No one said anything but we all knew our first operation seemed to have been cursed. Days of planning, kit prep, equipment checks, briefings, all for an hour’s work with nothing to show for it apart from a seriously injured colleague.

I sat down leaning against one of the compound walls. I opened up my ration pack, got my Jetboil going and began making a brew. I looked around at the guys and they were all lost in their own silent thoughts. The search team had lost a brother on their very first mission.

I decided to try the Ops Room on the satphone for an update on Sam. A little good news at this point was massively needed. The phone connected and Jim answered almost instantly. I immediately sensed the Ops Room was on edge as well.

‘How you guys holding up?’ said Jim. His familiar voice was welcoming.

‘As good as to be expected. Any news on Sam?’

‘He’s in theatre. He’s critical but still with us. Providing he makes it he’ll be flown back to the UK in the next twenty-four hours. His war’s over. Do you need anything?’

‘No, just a lift out of here. We’ve completed our search – there’s no point in us being here now.’

Jim then handed the phone to Major Elden Millar, the Counter-IED Task Force officer commanding, the guy in charge.

‘Kim, how are you?’

He was one of the best officers I knew.

‘All right, boss. The guys are strong but concerned about Sam.’

‘Sam’s in good hands. We are trying to get you off the ground. Hopefully we’ll get you back in today.’

The team’s welfare was now my top priority. We were two men down and therefore not an effective asset for the battlegroup. The guys would have risen to any challenge but their minds were elsewhere and so was mine. It wasn’t as if we were needed on the ground. I wanted to get the guys back to Bastion so decided to speak directly to the infantry company commander. As I walked outside I noticed the younger soldiers looking at me.

I looked down and saw that my combat trousers had been stained by Sam’s blood. His blood was also on my hands and my body armour. I hadn’t had time to notice.

I eventually found the OC chatting with a couple of other officers. They were laughing and smoking cigarettes.

‘Sir, can I have a word?’ All their eyes were drawn immediately to my trousers.

‘Staff, any news on your man?’ the OC asked.

‘He’s in theatre undergoing surgery,’ I replied. ‘Sir, as you’re aware, an IEDD team is a mission critical asset and a rare commodity in Afghan. Units all over Helmand are crying out for us. We are achieving nothing here. I need to get my team off the ground back to Bastion and then on to another mission.’

The OC was sympathetic but explained that it was unlikely ‘the powers that be’ were going to send a helicopter just to take my team back there. I knew he was right but I wasn’t keen on the idea of sitting in a compound for the next forty-eight hours wondering how Sam was. Thoughts turned into doubt, doubt into blame, followed by short tempers and arguments.

Another few hours passed, the guys were threaders. The odd bit of banter was bandied about but no one was in the mood. I closed my eyes, trying to focus on something else, trying to get the vision of Sam out of my mind. I thought of my son. What was he doing? Was he thinking about me as I was him? My thoughts then turned to my crumbling marriage and all the shit I had to look forward to at the end of the tour. I tried my best to think about the good things in life, my mates, my family. What about Sam’s family? There would have been that knock on the door then the horrible realisation that nothing will ever be the same again.

‘Staff . . . Kim . . .’ I opened my eyes. The OC and Chappy were standing over me.

‘What’s going on?’ I asked hesitantly.

‘You’ve got an aircraft inbound. Be ready to move in five minutes,’ the OC said.

‘Chappy, get the boys ready,’ I said but the team were ready to move out. Chappy offered his hand to help me to my feet.

It turned out that a Chinook was passing near to our location and had been offered to give us a lift back to Bastion.

‘Guys, stack up on that wall,’ I said as the sound of the chopper grew closer. I quickly walked over to the OC and offered my hand in thanks. ‘Sir, thanks for your help. Stay safe.’

‘You too, Staff. I hope your man’s OK. No doubt we’ll meet again soon.’

The Chinook touched down in the exact same spot as the Black Hawk that evacuated Sam. The guys filtered out of the compound and headed towards the aircraft’s tailgate.

I counted everyone onto the aircraft before giving the thumbs-up to the loadmaster. Seconds later we were airborne. The relief was almost overwhelming and I suddenly felt exhausted. The helo climbed steeply into a darkening sky. I leaned back and closed my eyes but sleep wouldn’t come. The forty-minute flight back to Bastion seemed to take forever, my stomach turning at the thought of what was waiting for us.

As the Chinook banked and prepared to land, I could see the vast base illuminated in the dark, like a small English town. I searched for the hospital, where Sam was fighting for his life, wondering whether he was dead or alive.

The Chinook landed and the team virtually ran to the Army lorry taking us back to the EOD Task Force Ops Room. The drive back was only a few minutes and as we arrived I stood up and blocked the rear of the vehicle.

‘Just wait, fellas. We don’t yet know how Sam is. We all want answers, but it’s not going to help us all piling into the Ops Room. Lee, Chappy, with me, the rest of you, weapons away first and meet us outside the Ops Room. No arguments. Get it done.’

I handed my rifle and pistol to Lewis and headed to the Ops Room.

The three of us, covered in dirt and blood and unshaven, were not in the mood for any sly comments. The room fell silent as we entered. Jim raced towards me and hugged me like a long-lost brother.

‘Shit day,’ I whispered to him.

‘I know,’ he replied.

‘How is he?’

‘Not good,’ Jim responded. ‘Still not out of the woods but stable.’

Major Eldon Millar, the Officer Commanding of the EOD Task Force, then appeared from the rear of the Ops Room. His usual calm, relaxed demeanour was absent as he took my hand, shaking it hard.

‘Thank you, Kim,’ he said. It felt weird. I’d done nothing.

‘Boss, it was the boys who were there for Sam. They did him proud, they did you proud.’

The OC went outside and addressed the team: ‘Men, Sapper Jack is stable. He’s out of surgery and in Intensive Care. He will fly back to the UK tonight where he will be looked after. His family have been informed and they will meet him at Birmingham in the morning. You’ve had a hard day and have come out the other side. Things have gone bad but you have done well. Our thoughts are with Sam – he is in the best place he can be. Get some well-deserved rest.’

‘Sir, how’s Harry?’ Malley asked.

‘In shock, but OK. He now needs his friends around him. This was a terrible accident and no one is to blame. He’s blaming himself, and he needs you to be there.’

The OC walked back into the Ops Room and the lads slowly made their way back to the team tent. Jim and I sat for an hour or so chatting about the day’s events before I returned to the tent.

Everyone handled what happened to Sam in their own way but I learned a long time ago not to dwell on events over which you have no control. My coping mechanism was not to think about the ‘what ifs’. I knew that I could be killed or seriously injured every time I went beyond the wire but I chose not to think about it. Sam’s wound was horrendous but I locked the image away. I didn’t need a shoulder to cry on or someone to talk through my innermost fears. I had bad dreams while I was in Afghan, dreams in which I lost both legs or had been killed, but I never spent much time thinking or worrying about them. That was my way of dealing with death and the fear of being killed. It didn’t mean that I was never scared. I was but it meant that I didn’t become preoccupied with my own mortality.

Later that evening Harry rejoined us after the medics had given him the all-clear. He still felt terrible but accepted that it wasn’t his fault that Sam had been wounded. Within an hour of his arrival the piss-taking had started at Harry’s expense – we were moving on.
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Leaving

Back on 6 April 2009 my team arrived at RAF Brize Norton, the vast base in the Oxfordshire countryside that served as the main point of departure for Afghanistan, twenty-four hours before our flight was due to depart. Over 9,000 soldiers were flying out as part of a ‘relief in place’ – commonly known as RIP – to begin their tour. While we were flying out an equal number – the survivors of the previous Operation Herrick – were flying home. The logistics were unbelievably complex and the entire operation takes place over a four- to six-week period.
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