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PREFACE






At the outset this book was written for myself and my family. It was a way of coming to terms with what I had seen and done, not just in Afghanistan, but over a quarter of a century of soldiering. Only later did others suggest it might be of interest to a wider audience.


You might read this book and decide to criticise decisions I have made and actions I have taken. You are very welcome to do so–it was my choice to open my life to scrutiny. However, I hope you accept that I have already endlessly analysed my own actions–please believe me when I say there is no greater critic of Doug Beattie than himself.


Some might also think this book is a snipe at the British armed forces. It is not. It is a personal account of what happened to me, and why I think it happened. These are the reflections of an ordinary soldier, asking the same type of questions anyone would when faced with terrifying, horrifying, extreme circumstances.


If I did not think the British Army a wonderful place to have a career, then I would certainly not have stayed in it for the whole of my adult life thus far. I would certainly not have agreed to my Commanding Officer’s request to delay my departure from the Royal Irish Regiment and return to Afghanistan for a second tour. And I most certainly would not have signed the papers that allowed my sixteen-year-old son to enlist and follow in my footsteps.


Doug Beattie
May 2008

















ONE


SUICIDE BOMBER






12 DECEMBER 2006


When it came, the explosion sounded rather insignificant. Muffled, rumbling, it could almost have been a roll of thunder. But there was nothing ordinary about its effects.


Shattered glass covered me as the windows blew in, drumming against my back, showering my hair, going down my neck.


The blast forced me towards the floor, bending me double.


Dust engulfed the room and everyone in it.


Everything happened so fast, chaos coming out of nowhere, scrambling my mind. I could see and feel what was going on, but couldn’t make any immediate sense of it, my brain trying frantically to catch up with events.


An instant earlier and everything had been normal, as expected, routine even. I had been having lunch, sharing a meal with local members of the Afghan security forces, in the compound of the Governor of Helmand Province in Lashkar Gah, southern Afghanistan. I had already been feeling out of place, a long way from home, sitting there on a matted filthy carpet, next to men whose faces portrayed a lifetime of hardship and low expectation. Now it was as if a million miles separated me from my family and friends left behind in the UK.




With the others I had been digging into a communal pot of rice and meat–was it goat? lamb?–scooping out handfuls of food and piling it on the flat circles of bread balanced on my lap, adding fresh tomatoes from another bowl, talking as I ate.


Now the meal, like everything else, was strewn all around. Not that you could easily tell what was food and what wasn’t; a layer of grey covered the contents of the room.


I fumbled about for the handset of the radio, all fingers and thumbs.


‘Topaz Zero, this is Topaz 40. Contact explosion. Wait. Out.’


It was a struggle to keep the panic out of my voice, the words calm and coherent. I had to swallow back the fear.


The message flashed to the British base in the town. After five months serving in Afghanistan this was far from the first time I had made a contact report, but never before had the bland wording hidden such a catastrophic event.


I pushed the mic towards the signaller who was with me and shouted at him to get his helmet on and grab his rifle. He should have been the one who made the radio call, but he sat there stunned, rooted to the spot, his face painted with dirt, just his eyes visible behind the mask. I’d only worked with him on a couple of other occasions. I wasn’t even sure of his real name. Everyone else called him Chilli. So I did, too. He never objected. Chilli was just nineteen years old, with a soft youthful face, yet his hair was already receding. This was going to do nothing to stop that.


I groped for my own gear, trying to steady my shaking hands, snatching hold of the SA80, struggling to pull on the body armour. Forcing my helmet down on my head, I stumbled upstairs to find the epicentre of the blast.


I didn’t have far to go. Just ten small steps.


Emerging through the wooden door into the glare of daylight, the sight that met me was wretched.


I looked around the elongated courtyard trying to take in what I was seeing. An eerie silence hung over the scene as the dust cloud finally settled like a curtain falling on the last act of a hideous farce.


I stood there watching, a witness rather than a participant. To my left two men crawled–no, dragged themselves–slowly, pitifully into a flowerbed, seeking some shelter amongst the stunted shrubs. I couldn’t make out any of their wounds, but there was little doubt they were fatally hurt, the blood that drenched their white robes telling its own story. With barely a murmur they both curled up amongst the withered plants to die.


Diagonally across the yard, perhaps twenty metres away, two more were already dead. Their contorted remains lay sprawled on the dirt, huge chunks of flesh missing from the bodies, fluids seeping into the Afghan earth.


Directly in front of me, by the main entrance to the compound, were parked a pair of open-backed pickup trucks, their bodywork peppered with holes, the windows smashed in by the blast. Hesitantly I walked over towards them, wanting to help if I could, but frightened of what I might find. In the first, behind the wheel, sat a young bearded man, as still as a statue, he too, far beyond help. His complexion gave it away; where it should have been dark, swarthy, it was pale, the life and colour sapped from it.


I turned my attention to the second vehicle. There were two people in it: one was propped up against the tailgate, facing away from me, seemingly unscathed; the other was on the floor of the truck squirming about in a crimson, sticky mess, seeking some sort of comfort from the metal beneath him, scratching and scraping, trying to dig his way out of pain, looking to ease the agony.


The silence had started to lift and screams, shouts and moans were beginning to fill the void. The movement of the second man slowed and stopped as he too succumbed to his injuries, his weak grip on life easily prised away, the blood already settling and congealing around his corpse.


I grabbed hold of the other Afghan by the arm and tried to turn him towards me. As I twisted him round, I recoiled in shock, letting go. The majority of the front of his body was missing. Much of the skin on his face had been flayed away; what remained hung limply, looking as if it had been peeled back with a paring knife. The eye sockets were empty. I stared, mesmerised, at the vacant holes. His jaw had been wrenched from its anchors, resting now on his neck, forming a huge, ghastly, gaping grin. Innumerable fragments of the bomb had ripped through his smock and then into his torso, puncturing the chest and stomach, hacking away big swathes of skin, bone and tissue.


He must have borne the brunt of the explosion; been almost nose to nose with the suicide bomber when he blew himself to kingdom come.


The effects of the detonation assaulted all my senses. For a quarter of a century I had been a professional soldier. At various times I’d seen some horrible things, many of them in recent weeks. But here, laid out in front of me, all the possible horrors of war had come together in a nightmarish scene. It was as bad as you could imagine and then some.


The competing smells of burnt flesh, singed clothing, charred metal and flaming petrol mixed and swirled, contaminating the air. And there was something else–the unmistakable coppery odour of human blood. You could taste it on your tongue.


Other Afghans were now running about, trying to bring order to the aftermath, trying to help their friends, pouring out their anguish for the victims. Urgent voices came from all quarters of the compound but I couldn’t understand anything of what was being said. The noise invaded my head and yet I felt completely alone and disengaged. Nothing of what was happening seemed to have form or direction. I was like an impotent speck caught up in a vortex of frantic activity. The noise was building to a crescendo; it was like the sea roaring in my ears. I managed to pick out some identifiable sounds, sirens in particular, probably from ambulances arriving from the nearby hospital, but the rest was just a jumbled mess.




Then a cry in English cut through the maelstrom: ‘Captain, we have to go. Now!’


I turned to face Namir. My interpreter was just twenty-two but already married with two children. He was excellent at what he did–speaking Pashtu and Italian as well as English–and by Afghan standards he earned a good salary, but his job wasn’t one to be envied. Many of his friends and neighbours hated that he worked for the British forces. Already he had received death threats because of his choice of employer. Namir was always nervous. Now there was a look of panic on his face. Or was it bewilderment?


With Namir close behind, I headed back to the main building and down the steps into the half-basement where we had been eating to send another sitrep (situation report), telling whoever was listening that at least eight people had died–including the bomber–and at least eight more were injured.


As I relayed my message it became clear that Namir, Chilli and I were on our own; the whole contingent from the Afghan Protection Force–whose job it was to guard the section of the Governor’s compound where we worked–were long gone. The Governor remained upstairs in his second-floor office, shielded by his personal bodyguards, but we weren’t going to feature on their list of priorities.


From outside came more shouting. Through the jagged shards of glass framing one of the broken windows I could see uniformed men frantically waving their arms.


‘Namir, what’s going on?’ I demanded.


‘They think there’s another suicide bomber in the compound.’


This was not news I wanted to hear.


I got back on the radio. I could hardly believe what I was saying. ‘Topaz Zero this is Topaz 40. Do not send the Quick Reaction Force. Repeat, do not send the QRF. Chance of another suicide attack.’ My mouth was as dry as a desert, a result of nerves, and the dust I had ingested in the blast, and I struggled to get the words out.




The company commander in Lashkar Gah came on the radio network from our base at the HQ of the Provincial Reconstruction Team (PRT) four miles away. I confirmed with him that the QRF was to stay put. It’s funny how things turn out. Just that morning he and I had had a conversation about how unsafe the town was. He urged me to call for help if we ever got into a tight corner and said he would come running. Very much in that corner, there I was trying to stop him carrying out his promise. But if I had allowed him to keep it, it would only have resulted in more men being endangered.


Reluctantly he accepted what I told him, before adding: ‘If things get worse, if you change your mind, we’ll get you out.’


If things got worse? How much worse could it be?


An insurgent had just got through two security checkpoints and blown himself to bits. Seven others were also dead. And now there was the very real possibility of another would-be martyr adding to the carnage. I was without Afghan backup and had just one British military colleague with me as support. How could the situation get any fucking worse?


I was terrified. My stomach churned and my heart raced.


What I really wanted, what I was desperate for, was to be overruled and for assistance to get on its way. I had an overwhelming sense of helplessness. This was now a game of chance, with the odds stacked against me, my fate out of my hands, my future left to the whim of some fanatical bomber who might or might not use the opportunity to meet his maker and take me with him. I could only imagine it was like being on a plane about to crash. You are alive, but know with utmost certainty that death will visit shortly and there is absolutely nothing in the world you can do to influence the outcome.


I want to say I felt a sense of paternalism and responsibility towards Chilli and Namir–God, I was old enough to be their dad–but most of all I was scared for me. I did not want to die.


There weren’t many options open to us. Going back into the courtyard would only bring us face to face with any other bomber. Even going out through the shattered window would lead us to the same place. And anyway, where could we go from there? We had no transport and the environment outside the compound was probably as hostile as within it, with much of the local population not well disposed towards the British.


The only thing that stood between a second bomber and us was a glass door. I pointed my rifle at the entrance, double-checked that the safety was off and put my finger on the trigger, ready to shoot anyone who appeared through it.


 


Even before that moment, before my conversation earlier that day, the job of working in the compound and liaising with the Afghan National Police (ANP), the Afghan National Army (ANA) and the National Directorate of Security (NDS), the government’s intelligence branch, had been recognised as important but high-risk.


All across Helmand Province, coalition commanders with the International Security and Assistance Force (ISAF) were nervous. Their men rarely travelled off-base unless in large groups with heavy weapons and medics.


In Lashkar Gah, the capital of Helmand, being somewhat out of sight and hence out of mind, the arrangements were a bit more flexible. They needed to be or else we would never have got anything done. But the bulk of the British contingent still wouldn’t move without strength of numbers. However, I generally made my own ad hoc arrangements. If I had not then I would never have got to where I was supposed to be going. It was the reality of life on the ground.


When I first arrived in Lashkar Gah, transport was provided by the men of 21 Air Defence Battery Royal Artillery, who were based in the town. We also came to rely on assistance from foreign coalition colleagues serving with ISAF and this worked fine for two or three months. But ISAF became increasingly reluctant to help. The commanders were worried our movements were setting too regular a pattern and hence making us especially vulnerable to attack from the Taliban. So Chilli and I were forced to improvise by thumbing lifts. Luckily there were some people who were happy to oblige. The keenest was the man who ran the US-sponsored Poppy Eradication Programme (PEP) in Helmand, Charles Bennett. A jovial Irish Catholic from County Tyrone, he had served for many years in the Ulster Defence Regiment (UDR), leaving only when it disbanded. In his early life he had spent time living in Rhodesia. Charles was the epitome of the well-read, well-travelled adventurer. Some would say he was also well dressed, though in my view his sartorial style was more eccentric than fashionable. Certainly you could always see him coming. He insisted on wearing an old-style pith helmet that lent him a colonial air. This was no shrinking violet.


The PEP was a civilian organisation, protected by private security. The guards were mainly non-English-speaking Nepalese; not English or Indian Gurkhas, but soldiers from the Nepalese Army whose operational experience came from fighting the Maoist insurgency in their homeland. They were always extremely willing to help but, given the language barriers, communication was haphazard. However, we had no real choice but to grin and bear it. We needed them to get around.


Suicide attacks were not merely an academic threat. During each month of my Afghan tour, there had been at least one such incident in the region we operated in, the worst claiming the lives of twenty-six Afghan civilians.


And the Governor’s compound had also been hit before, suffering collateral damage in a blast aimed at a Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) representative being driven past at the time. Fifteen Afghans had died, though there were no British casualties–at least not physical ones. A woman called Rachel was amongst the FCO group. She was in her late twenties, slim, with long brown hair cascading down, framing her face. We used to meet most days. She lived with us at the PRT. On this, her first foreign assignment, she was the interface between the Governor and the FCO back in Whitehall. The attack left her completely overwhelmed; shaken to her roots. She would only emerge from the safety of the camp once more–on the day she left the province and then the country. For her it had been a stark introduction to the reality of our country’s foreign policy.


But despite Rachel’s lucky escape, there had been British fatalities in Lashkar Gah. In October a suicide bomber managed to kill Royal Marine Gary Wright whilst he was patrolling the outskirts of the town. A second commando was injured. Two Afghan children also died, their deaths barely mentioned, just another brief footnote in Afghanistan’s desperate recent history.


Such was the threat background to our little operation in Lash, the Governor of Helmand’s supposed stronghold, but despite it we needed to get out and about on a daily basis to meet with our counterparts in the Afghan police and army, and the NDS. Food was often the icebreaker with these people. Having a meal together, sitting cross-legged on threadbare carpets, was a key part of our diplomatic approach. It gave us a chance to talk about the future–security, patrolling, policing, intel–but also the past. Anything and everything came up: the Soviet occupation, the Taliban, previous jobs, home, family, the lot. The difficult part was trying not to eat too much, the unwillingness based not on a reluctance to increase our waistline, but rather an urge to preserve it. Diarrhoea and vomiting were common ailments amongst our troops who dealt with the locals. More than a few British soldiers could testify to just how debilitating the effects of D & V were. Not that I had ever envisaged these occasions might actually be the death of me; that a meal with Afghan colleagues might be my own last supper.


 


It seemed as if we sat there for an age, waiting for the next attack. But that day it did not come. Ten minutes passed. Then ten more. Finally after perhaps half an hour I decided to risk going back outside. Cautiously I re-climbed the steps, rifle gripped tight, leaving Chilli with the radio. Once again I emerged into the sunshine, the pleasant warmth on my face, the Afghan flag fluttering lightly over the compound against the bright blue of the sky, a gentle view completely at odds with the carnage below. The casualty figures continued to change. Two more of the injured were now dead. The number of fatalities was up to ten, amongst them, the Chief of the Vashir District, who had arrived for a meeting with the Governor.


With the situation coming under some sort of control and the likelihood of another attack decreasing, there was a chance to take in more of the chaos. Everywhere I turned my head there was another horror. I would see something new and for a second not be able to work out what I was looking at. Then the shapes became recognisable: a hand, a foot, a finger, all scattered carelessly about the place, incongruously separated from the bodies they once belonged to.


Amongst the cadavers was that of the bomber–in pieces. His head had been torn from his shoulders by the explosion. A large part of his brain lay on the ground, next to the broken skull, a grey mass quickly drying out. How old had he been? Twenty-five? Thirty? It was hard to tell.


What remained of his torso was up against a wall, naked and scorched, the clothes burnt off and blown away at the moment of detonation. Blood was everywhere; thick clots, smudges, specks sprayed on to innumerable surfaces.


I heard some shouting from behind me. The Governor and his security staff were leaving. For a moment he stopped, surveying the scene prime-ministerially, and then he was off, saying nothing to us.


Chilli and I remained in the compound for four hours. All that time, the Afghans were trying to clean up the mess, exhaustive in their efforts to recover each of the bodies, be they intact or in hundreds of pieces.


It wasn’t the sort of environment in which to try and make conversation.




‘Sorry your friends are dead,’ was all I could think of saying to one of them as he tidied around me. Namir translated.


‘Inshallah,’ came the reply. ‘God’s will.’


‘How did the bomber get past the guards?’


There were shrugs. ‘Don’t know.’ Don’t care.


To Afghans violence is routine. Life is cheap. They take a fatalistic approach to such matters.


Finally I decided things were secure enough for us to leave too, and head for the safety of the PRT building. We walked warily out of the front gate and into the bustling street to catch a ride, hopefully from Charles and his colleagues next door at the PEP. It was as if nothing had happened. There was no police cordon, no blue tape keeping back the curious. The road was teeming with bikes, cars and jingly lorries, not to mention people. Some were urgently forcing their way through the crowd to their destinations whilst others just stood around talking. More still sat in a line along the compound wall, waiting in vain to petition the Governor on some important issue or other. This was not to be their day.


Even as we went, there was a reminder of what had taken place. Part of a skull had been thrown over the wall into the road. It was lying there in the dust, perhaps thirty metres from the scene of the blast, passers-by barely bothering to afford it a second glance. Attached to the sliver of bone was hair–and an ear. As we paused to look at it an Afghan soldier came running after us. It seemed the authorities had managed to recover some bits of the bomb. He handed me a palmful of ball bearings. Then, in a most bizarre moment, he tried to give me a leg, half-wrapped in a piece of plastic. From the man responsible, I was told. I couldn’t understand what on earth I was supposed to do with it. The soldier explained. After a previous suicide attack the hand of the bomber had been taken away for forensic analysis. I was doubtful about the whole exercise. ‘Thank you,’ I murmured. Then, rather uncomfortably, the four of us stood there as I dutifully tried to raise the Ammunition Technical Officer (ATO) on the radio to ask whether he wanted what was on offer. He accepted the metal hardware, but passed on the limb. Apologetically I handed it back to the soldier.


 


In the days after the attack, I started to calm down, my nervousness disappearing as each successive hour passed without incident. It was now nearly Christmas and I even dared to look forward to the end of my tour in the middle of January. Then I received a call from a rather unexpected quarter. One morning whilst I was out of the office, someone rang the HQ in Lash and asked for me. He passed on his British mobile number when told I wasn’t there and said I should ring him back.


Once at my desk I punched the keypad and heard the connection being made. It rang just a couple of times.


‘Hello?’ said a voice I thought I recognised.


‘Doug Beattie here. You left me a message. Asked me to call.’


‘Ah yes, Doug. Do you know who this is?’


‘No, sorry, I haven’t a clue,’ I replied, still not quite placing the speaker.


‘Brigadier Ed Butler.’


The commander of 16 Air Assault Brigade, whom I had been serving under in Afghanistan earlier that year.


What had I done to warrant a call from him? What trouble was Beattie in now?


‘How are you doing, sir? Nice to talk to you.’ Unconsciously I stood up from my chair.


‘Why are you still in Afghanistan? You were supposed to leave.’


‘I was kidnapped by 3 Commando Brigade in the same way 16 Air Assault Brigade kidnapped me. Not much longer now, though.’


‘Doug, let me get to the point. You are going to get an MC.’


Me? A Military Cross? What on earth for?


‘It’s being awarded for your part in the capture and defence of Garmsir back in September. Congratulations.’




I didn’t know how to respond.


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘Stay safe, keep your head down. Don’t do anything stupid.’


I replaced the handset.


Perhaps some would have seen this coming. But to me it was a bolt from the blue. Garmsir, a town in the south of Helmand, the Taliban’s gateway to the province…I had been trying hard to forget about my time there. It had been an awful two weeks, though in my view that was what came with the territory. I was just doing my job. A tough job, a dangerous job, yes. But the one I had signed up for. So why this unexpected honour? For a quarter of a century I had served my country. To be recognised in this way at such a late stage in my career was a humbling experience.


I sat back down and thought about what it all meant. Yes it was a tribute to me and, through their long sufferance and support, to my wife Margaret and our children. Yet it was also an honour to the Afghans who had worked with me over the past months. But as well as pride, I felt deep embarrassment, guilt even. The guilt of being singled out for praise when I knew I was only one of the many; the achievement that of the many, not of any individual–surely least of all me–and not just in Garmsir but across the whole of Helmand. And unlike me, several of my regimental colleagues would not be going home to speak of their experiences; would not be reunited with those who loved them. They were dead.


Weighed down by a tangle of thoughts and emotions I took myself away from the hustle and bustle of the busy HQ and cried.


I could not shake the news of the decoration from my mind. The perverseness of the situation stayed with me. Honoured for killing people. Decorated whilst others were not. Alive when so many had been killed. I carried a sense of shame.


Christmas 2006 arrived and I knew what I should do.


A lot of the men would put up decorations. Others allowed themselves a furtive swig of the booze that had been smuggled in. But there was plenty to remind us this was not a normal Christmas. The patrols continued up and down Helmand Province, and so did the attacks.


On the morning of the 25th I caught the milk-run flight from Lash up to the main British base at Camp Bastion. I had made a promise to myself that I would go and pay my respects to the dead.


At both ends of the day there were religious services at Bastion. Even for those without a spiritual bone in their body, the ceremonies were seized on as chance for reflection. As ever, attendance was high. But I wasn’t part of either congregation. I had my own pilgrimage to make.


In the middle of the camp lay the HQ compound. With armed guards at the entrance, and surrounded by razor wire, it was a camp within a camp. Standing discreetly, unassumingly, beside one of the sand-coloured command tents, was a memorial. A small cross had been moulded out of spent 30mm cannon cartridge cases. It sat atop a cairn. Set into the stones was a brass plaque full of names: the British war dead from the campaign in southern Afghanistan.


To me, four names stood out from the rest. They were men with whom I’d served.


 


Captain David Patten


Lance-Corporal Paul Muirhead


Lance-Corporal Luke McCulloch


Ranger Anare Draiva


 


They were all from my regiment, the best regiment in the world, the Royal Irish, 1st Battalion–1 R IRISH. I’d known them as young men who had joined up full of life, optimism and hope. I said a silent prayer and took some photos to send to the men’s families.


That evening I flew back down to Lashkar Gah, the helicopter skimming the bone-dry desert, mapping the contours of the earth as it went, me watching the myriad stones, rocks and pebbles below merging into a speeding blur.


It was only a short flight by Chinook, the double set of rotors whirring above my head, chopping through the thin Afghan air. But there was still enough time to ask the type of questions that exercise every soldier sooner or later, questions that were now constantly pushing their way to the front of my mind. Why did these others die and not me? Why were their cards marked? How do you account for the randomness of war? How in God’s name had I, an average Protestant boy from Portadown, ended up in one of the most inhospitable countries imaginable, fighting an enemy whose ancestors had already seen off two British armies? How on earth had I found myself in such a desperate situation as that in Garmsir, and how had I got away with it? How did I survive Garmsir? How did any of us? Garmsir. Why were my actions there worthy of decoration? Garmsir. My thoughts kept coming back to Garmsir. Christ, Garmsir. How the hell did I ever end up there?


I suppose if you go back far enough it was all down to Raymond Best. God, that was a long time ago.

















TWO


JAMES BOND AND TRYING TO KILL MY BEST FRIEND






When I was fifteen years old I shot my best mate in the head.


I didn’t mean to.


Poor old Raymond. He didn’t see it coming. Not surprising given the velocity of the bullet.


We were bored, my friends and I.


It was raining stair rods outside–again. There was nothing on TV–again. We had no money to go to the shops–again. What on earth could we do? I thought I had the answer. We’d play with guns. At the time my dad was serving in the UDR. He kept his personal-protection pistol under his pillow upstairs in my parents’ bedroom. Appropriately for kids with imagination, it was a Walther PPK, as used by one 007, James Bond. I pushed my hand deep under the covers, feeling for the cold metal of the barrel and breech. It took me only a moment to find. The magazine was already locked in position. In the front room Raymond and John stood waiting, wondering what I had been doing.


As I reappeared and they turned their gaze to my right hand, it soon became apparent. I started to wave the gun about, having already pulled back the slide and cocked the weapon. Without warning and with barely a second thought I lifted my arm, raising the PPK to head height. The gun was pointed straight at Ray. I pulled the trigger. I was no more than a metre away from him. Maybe closer. He certainly wasn’t smiling, but didn’t seem scared either, just incredulous perhaps that he was staring down the barrel of a gun–not that he really had much time to react. It was all over so quickly. The trigger slipped past the point of no return and the hammer snapped back into place, striking the cartridge. I didn’t feel any recoil, nor was there much noise from the .22-calibre weapon as the chain reaction continued.


Not that either of these things was of much interest to Ray. By this time he had been shot. By me.


The bullet went through the back of his mouth, the round tunnelling through his flesh, emerging from the right-hand side of his neck. It then–as I found out later–scored a path down his arm, causing a friction burn, before becoming lodged in his shirt. I couldn’t see any sign of blood.


I hadn’t shown the pistol the respect it deserved. I had been showing off, and this was the result.


Propped up on John’s shoulder, Ray staggered out of the house, in a state of disbelief I suppose, not to mention pain. Who could blame him for his wonderment? Someone had just tried to kill him. Not that it was just Ray who was suddenly overcome by what had taken place.


Dumbly I stumbled upstairs and thrust the pistol back under the pillow, smoothing the bedspread as I left, as if this would throw my dad off the scent. Then I returned to the scene of the crime.


I sat down in my dad’s favourite armchair. I had a frantic feeling. Complete panic. Was he going to die? What had I been thinking of? Of course I hadn’t meant to shoot Ray. It was just bravado, a way of filling a few dull minutes. Who would believe that though? I tried desperately to block the whole thing out.


From then on the aftermath of the incident becomes a blur. Even now I can’t remember much about what happened next. Perhaps that’s because I have never really wanted to. I am positive Dad would have been disciplined for not ensuring the weapon was correctly secured, but I don’t know by whom or how. I was later questioned by the police, but that is a fog too. I was never charged. I suppose it was just the way things were in Northern Ireland at that time. To a greater or lesser extent firearms were part of everyday life. And there were plenty of people out there intent on, and capable of, more heinous acts than I had just managed.


As for Ray, he did survive and he was gracious in accepting my apology, delivered at his hospital bedside. Not that we had much to do with each other after that. Where exactly does a relationship go after one person has shot the other? Whatever the intent, it could only have bred a sense, probably a healthy one, of distrust. What is that bastard Beattie going to do next?


The thing is, that moment–almost killing Ray–was the moment that shaped my future. For most of my teenage years I had been listless, without direction. My family had never had much reason to be proud of me. I was going nowhere; not doing badly, but not doing particularly well either, just drifting along. But this changed everything. Now they had every reason to be thoroughly ashamed of me. I needed to take charge of my future and give my dad cause to smile when he thought of his son, not despair. So within a matter of months I had planned my escape route and was digging for freedom. In 1981 I joined the British Army. I took the first steps on the long, long road to Afghanistan; to Garmsir.


 


I suppose soldiering was in my blood.


My dad was a serviceman. My grandfathers had fought in World War Two, one with the Royal Artillery, the other with the Irish Fusiliers.


I entered the world in England, a result of the posting system of the army that Dad–then a colour sergeant in the Royal Ulster Rifles–was subject to.




Douglas Ricardo Beattie was born in Tidworth, Hampshire, on 13 October 1965.


I have no complaints about my first given name. Douglas is a good, solid provincial label. But I have never been so sure about my middle name. You will be hard pushed to find many Ricardos of Northern Irish extraction. Indeed you would need to head to Central America to find my namesake–one R. Montalban, a Mexican actor. Hawaii Five-O, Star Trek II, The Man from U.N.C.L.E. He was in them all. Fantasy Island, that was another. My mum liked him, hence her choice for me. Thank goodness she wasn’t more besotted or else I don’t suppose I would now be answering to Doug.


I was the sixth child and third son of William and Eve Beattie.


As is the military way, my early life passed in a repetitious whirl of moving house, adjusting to a new environment, getting to know new friends, and then, just as things settled down into some sort of normality, finding that the Beattie family was to be uprooted once more.


Nor was it the most glamorous cycle of tours: Gibraltar; Fort George, Inverness; Colchester. At each changeover I remember the whole lot of us standing by our beds, watching with a mixture of curiosity and trepidation as the housing officer marched in to inspect. Wearing white gloves he would carefully wipe his finger along the surfaces: door frames, picture frames, the top of the wall unit, along the skirting board behind the sofa. He checked them all for dust and dirt, any reason in fact to withhold some of our deposit.


As children do, I became used to this endless upheaval that in a way was a routine all of its own. To me this was normality, though it must have annoyed the hell out of my parents.


My dad was a strict, proud man. He wasn’t tall, just five-foot six, but very stocky with a barrel chest. Topping it all off was a bald head, which had once been covered with sandy-coloured hair. His duties meant he was frequently away from home, working antisocial hours, so running the household fell more often than not to my mum. However much she loved us, controlling half a dozen children was an unenviable job. She was a lovely woman–taller than my dad, well built too, a native of Portadown, Northern Ireland–who made our childhood as fun as possible. As is ever the way with kids, we couldn’t see the great strain she was under, trying to keep us in line. For if life was difficult for her, to me it was just carefree, a constant adventure, the strength and solidarity derived from having so many siblings helping to smooth out any insecurity caused by the steady round of moving.


Army pay has never been great and it was a struggle for Mum to make ends meet on my dad’s monthly salary. The accommodation we found ourselves in was often shocking. If animals were housed the way we were, the RSPCA would have been outraged, yet when I was just six, all eight of us were crammed into a house built for four.


When I was eight, my dad’s army career came to an end after twenty-two years of military service. Once again we packed our bags, this time to leave Cherry Tree Camp in Colchester and return to Northern Ireland to face the future as a civilian family. This last move should have been the easiest, going back home to Portadown. But returning to the Six Counties was to be the toughest of all.


Dad packed me and my brothers, Rab and Steve, into his battered Renault 12 and we boys took the ferry from Stranraer to Larne. Mum and my sisters followed on, a few days later.


If I was expecting a land of milk and honey, I was in for a shock. Our home was little better than what we had left behind. A terraced, three-storey council house on the Union Street estate, slap bang in the middle of a solidly working-class area. Solidly Protestant too. And that was the way it looked set to stay. For not every construction in the neighbourhood was a place to live. From the top of our house, peering out of the back window, you could just see the top of a huge wall, a five-metre-high barricade that stretched as far as the eye could see in each direction. It was probably built as a way of screening the estate from the main road, but in reality it was also a sectarian divide; made of concrete and topped with glass it kept Loyalist from Nationalist, Protestant from Catholic.


Wall or not, ours was a divided town. The funny thing, of course, was that anyone who wanted to see what was on the other side of the wall could just walk round it; one end of it melted away into the countryside, the other dissolved into nothing as it reached the middle of the town. If you had made the journey you would have found an estate similar to ours. The people looked the same as us, did the same sort of jobs and drove the same sort of cars, but there was one big difference. They were nationalists.


Beyond their estate was the Garvaghy Road, the site of an annual stand-off between the communities. Each July as members of the Protestant Orange Order attempted to make a pilgrimage from Drumcree church down the Garvaghy Road towards the town centre they were routinely confronted by nationalists. Invariably violence resulted.


It took place on the 12th, the Glorious Twelfth, the day on which unionists commemorate William of Orange, who defeated the Catholic King James II at the Battle of the Boyne in 1690. Orangemen regard ‘King Billy’ as the defender of their faith. And you couldn’t accuse them of sending out mixed messages. As they processed towards trouble, they sang their songs. One was called ‘Billy Boys’: ‘We’re up to our knees in Fenian blood: Surrender or you’ll die.’


For a young boy brought up outside of the province, all of this came as a bit of a shock. No one had ever bothered to take me to one side and explain ‘The Troubles’. As with the Glorious Twelfth, my education came from events.


Take the evening of 16 April 1974. I was at home, squeezed on to our brown leather sofa in the front room with a selection of my siblings, Nationwide on the TV, Mum washing the dishes in the kitchen. Suddenly there was a huge explosion, not on the box but outside. The windows shook and the flowery curtains trembled. We fought our way off the sofa, scrambling to get to the window to see what had happened. More of my brothers and sisters ran in from the street, Mum arriving with a tea towel, trying to gather her brood to her breast, making sure we were all present and correct, that we had all our fingers and toes. Nobody was allowed back out; instead we were packed off to bed, with just the intermittent noise of police sirens outside to remind us something untoward had happened.


It was not till the next day that I found out exactly what. I walked down the street and followed a neat row of terraced houses. Number two, number four, number six, number eight, number ten. I stopped outside number twelve. Except there was no number twelve, only a big gap where it should have been; rubble and furniture strewn across the small front garden. Then normal service resumed. Number fourteen, number sixteen, number eighteen, and so on.


It was as if someone had taken a huge cake knife and cut the house out, the piles of bricks resembling the crumbs left on a plate. Damage to the neighbouring properties seemed to be all but nonexistent. I wasn’t the only sightseer satiating his curiosity. Plenty of others had come to gawp, too. I strained to hear what they were saying. The word was this had been no gas explosion, but something more sinister, the result of blundering by a Loyalist bomb-maker. Joseph Neill had made a mistake and it was to be his last. Killed by his own hand. That evening when I was again sitting on the sofa watching TV it was confirmed on the news.


There was no real sense of surprise. Things like this took place in Northern Ireland. It was not common, but nor was it exceptional.


Take another example: I was playing outside, running about, not far from home, when I was brought to a halt by a massive bang. There was no doubting what it was. Following the sound I made my way to Burke’s Bar. But like number twelve it had gone. A haunt of the Ulster Defence Association, it had been blown apart by the IRA. The headline casualty figures didn’t sound bad: no fatalities, just one person injured. But try telling that to the woman whose leg was ripped off from below the knee, a cripple created by ‘The Troubles’.


Not that humans were only hurt as part of collateral damage. More often than not they were the targets: flesh and blood rather than bricks and mortar.


Like my Uncle Sam.


We loved him and he loved us. Our mum’s brother, he was slightly backward, but was warm-hearted with an infectious grin. He had a way of lightening our mood. He was a great football fan and rarely would a visit to our house pass without a kickabout in the street. One day in the early hours, we were woken by a ferocious hammering at the front door. At that time of night it could only be bad news. As we strained to hear, Mum went down the stairs and opened up. It was her other brother Tommy. We weren’t allowed to go down but soon knew something was wrong as Mum started to cry.


Dad came up to tell us why.


He said Sam had been murdered. Walking across the Bann Bridge, he was on his way home from the pub. He didn’t make it, gunned down before he could reach safety. Shot twice. Just like that he was gone. No one has ever worked out exactly why he was targeted or who was responsible, though the thought was he knew his assassin. One of the rounds passed straight through the middle of his hand, as if he had been shot as he raised an arm in recognition of his approaching killer. The suspicion has always been he was the victim of an internal Loyalist feud. He would not have been the first.


Mum took it terribly. Sam was her baby brother. It was especially tough for her at the funeral. Women weren’t allowed on the processional march. It was men only. Aged twelve I took my turn to carry the coffin, heading to the church of St Columba for the service and then on to Seagoe cemetery for the burial.




Despite the provocations and constant low-level bitterness between the two communities I tried my best not to get sucked into the spiral of hatred and blame. And despite my family’s own history, sectarianism was rarely a topic of discussion at our dinner table. To their eternal credit our parents made sure of it.


As my siblings and I got older we started to drift apart, forging our own lives. My eldest sister Edwina married a private in the Pioneer Corps, my second sister Tanya married a baker and part-time member of the UDR, whilst Rab, the elder of my brothers, joined the British Army. He moved to England to do his basic training with the Junior Leaders Battalion at Shorncliffe near Folkestone in Kent.


By this time my dad was back in the forces, like his son-in-law a member of the UDR, his experience of life in civvy street not to his taste. He hadn’t liked his job as a welder and the money was certainly not enough to compensate for the tedium.


He was to do eight years in the UDR before the brutishness of some of those entering the regiment became too much for him to stomach and for a second time he quit the services.


Meanwhile my brother Steve had also enlisted in the army. But signing up wasn’t such a straightforward decision for Steve to make as it had been for Rab. For two years Mum had been unwell, suffering miserably from a bad back. She had all manner of tests but doctors couldn’t seem to find anything wrong. By the time they did it was too late. Shortly before Steve was due to head off for training we discovered Mum was going to die, terminally ill with lung cancer. Like my dad she smoked heavily. There was not much likelihood she would survive more than a few months.


Steve had to make the heartbreaking decision either to forgo joining up or risk never seeing Mum again. He talked it through with her and Dad. They backed his choice to leave for England. But the risk would turn to reality and she would die before he returned home again. The guilt of not being there at the end plagued him for years afterwards.




As Mum’s condition deteriorated I watched helplessly, a mix of emotions battling it out inside me, love for her versus anger at the loss I knew was inevitable. Some people welcome time to prepare for the death of a close relative. For me it just piled on the agony.


Mostly Mum was at home, but stays in hospital became increasingly frequent. When she was with us, much of her time was spent in bed, where she would pass hours at a time absorbed in books, escaping the reality of her situation–she adored reading Mills & Boon.


Between chapters, when she needed something, she would summon us from below by banging on the floor with a heavy blackthorn stick. One of us would come scurrying.


My schooling had been going OK but the situation at home started to affect that too. Each morning I walked to Portadown Tech, some three miles away. During the lunch break I would walk on to the Craigavon Area Hospital. After a brief visit it was back to the classroom. At the end of the day it was a tramp home to start the fire before Dad got in from work at Banbridge Camp. This became the new routine. As the days became weeks I started to lose direction, tiredness and distraction taking their toll in equal measure.


I suppose it was assumed I too would join up. But I had no inclination to be a soldier; equally I had little inclination to do anything else either.


Mum’s decline was shocking. She was regularly hallucinating, rambling on about her life, and there was nothing we could do to ease her pain. Or ours. Death might be a fact of life, something that everyone has to deal with, but does knowing that make it any easier? Not for us it didn’t.


One day I arrived home to find Dad and my youngest sister Donna sitting in the living room. Our next-door neighbour Maureen–a chubby, jovial woman–was there too, the three of them chatting away happily. Dropping my bag I bounded up the stairs to say hello to Mum as I always did. The curtains were open, the sun was shining, light flooding into the room. It was September. She was lying there in her dressing gown, the garment buttoned up high to the neck. That was normal. Her breathing was not. It had become laboured; her eyes were only half open. I went back to the top of the stairs and shouted down.


‘She’s just sleeping,’ said Donna, but Dad got out of his chair without a word. I passed him on the stairs as I went to join my sister. Minutes later there was a yell from the bedroom urging Donna to call a doctor. I rushed back upstairs and into my parents’ room just in time to watch Mum die in Dad’s arms. She was just forty-two. I was two weeks short of my fifteenth birthday.


I found myself helping to carry a coffin again. Me on the right-hand side; my dad on the left. Feet first we carried her, slowly, from the house to the church.


Like her brother she was buried in Seagoe cemetery, in the far corner beside a large stone wall, in the shade of a willow tree.


The wake was held at our house, relatives and friends packing the front room. All at once the conversations stopped. There was an even thump, thump, thump coming from Mum’s room upstairs. The blackthorn stick was being banged on the floor above our heads. Everyone heard it. I put down my sandwich and made for the hall, but Dad beat me to it, and started up the stairs to see what Mum wanted. Only when he was halfway up did he check himself before turning and coming back down to join the guests. No one said a word about it. We just continued where we left off. It was the strangest thing.


 


Both Rab and Steve had been allowed leave to come to the funeral, but within a matter of hours had to return to base. I restarted school but was soon going backwards.


It was a difficult period for my dad. He was young, too. Only forty-five. He started to drink more than was good for him. Who could blame him? There was a huge hole in his life: his wife of a quarter of a century gone, and still so many years ahead of him. Whisky filled the gap–Bell’s, Whyte and Mackay, whatever came to hand. Each and every night he would find some comfort in drink, listening to the songs and sounds of his youth–country-and-western music, Val Doonican, Millican and Nesbitt–reminding himself of his early days with Eve.


In the small hours he would often call for me, wanting me to come and join him and hear the story of his life. It wasn’t a conversation. I was there to listen. I wasn’t scared of him–this was the man I admired most in the world–but these were uncomfortable moments; an awkward teenager, already struggling to cope with the loss of his mum, now confronted with his dad’s most intimate thoughts, the strongman façade falling away in front of his eyes. As I fought to stay awake he would slouch back in his chair, mesmerised by the coals glowing ever more faintly in the fireplace. I desperately wanted to help but what could I do?


During none of this did I talk to Dad about my future. In a way I felt guilty about burdening him with my worries. He had just lost his wife. There were money problems too. What were my insecurities compared to his woes? The army as a career for me wasn’t mentioned. I wanted him to be proud of me, just as he was proud of Rab and Steve, but still I was not persuaded that becoming a serviceman was the answer.


That was until the day some six months after Mum’s death that I shot Ray–and finally decided soldiering was the route to redemption.


Soon after, on a morning I should have been at school, I finally went to join up at the Charles Street recruitment centre, where I was met at the gate by the recruiting officer. Dressed in an immaculate uniform, he towered over me. Even then there was a chance of failure. They weren’t going to accept all comers. Once. Twice. Three times I had to return to complete aptitude tests, but at last I was in. I had actually done quite well. It was suggested I join the Army Air Corps or the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. But these were never options for me. I was only going to join one regiment and that was my dad’s. Not that I told him what I had been doing, even forging his signature on the necessary paperwork. I kept things secret for two reasons. One: I wanted to make sure I actually got in. Two: I was worried what he might say. Did he need me around? How would he cope with losing another family member? It was only on the day before my departure that I actually brought myself to reveal my plans.


He said very little as I explained, and kept any pleasure or pain he might be feeling about the news to himself. He wasn’t there when I left the next morning, having already gone to work himself, to do his duty. He didn’t see his youngest son walk out of the door and put Portadown behind him, following a well-trodden family path to begin basic training with the British Army.

















THREE


BULLY BOYS, RUDOLF HESS AND ME






It was only a short flight from Belfast to Bristol. From the small airport I took a bus to the railway station, and then finally a train on to Taunton in Somerset. I stepped down from the carriage, hauling my huge steamer suitcase behind me. I was not alone. Left and right of me were other new recruits.
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