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They asked if ever I’d been shot,


I said that once I was.


They wondered, did it hurt a lot,


I answered not so much because


Wounds of the body not the mind


Leave only marks and scars behind,


But in the lies and larcenies of war


The hurt and pain and grief are so much more.










INTRODUCTION: ‘MAY IT BURN THEIR LOUSY SOULS’


In a life of accidental episodes I have been a soldier, a war reporter, a Member of Parliament, a UNICEF ambassador, a battlefield target, a war crimes witness, a writer, a poet, an ethics adviser, a lecturer and an incorrigible wanderer. I have worked in one capacity or another in more than 120 countries and in or around eighteen wars. I have been trained in weapon handling and riot control. I have stripped, reassembled and fired a machine gun. I have worn the sergeant’s three stripes and red sash and mounted the guard in a colonial garrison. I have marched in quick time and slow time to the regimental marches. I never sought out risks and dangers but sometimes they sought out me. I have flown with the US Air Force on an Agent Orange defoliation mission in Vietnam. (Agent Orange was weaponised weedkiller.) I have eaten bush meat, the combat rations of the Nigerian Army. I have been ambushed accompanying an armoured column on a highway in Biafra. I have witnessed a show trial of British and American mercenaries in Angola. I have been wounded by the Serbs and robbed by the French on the same day in Sarajevo. I have treasured the bullet that nearly did for me, live on television, having dug it out of the wall behind my head. I have met with warlords with blood on their hands, who were themselves later assassinated, and been threatened by some world-class intimidators, both politicians and paramilitaries. I have socialised with dictators, attending the birthday of Nicaragua’s Anastasio Somoza and the wedding of Uganda’s Idi Amin. (One was killed in Paraguay and the other died in exile in Saudi Arabia.) I have walked the trench lines and kept the company of the unburied dead. In the matter of battlefield survival I am lucky to have been only moderately impacted where I could so easily have been killed. I have been described as a veteran bomb-dodger. I have been hijacked and held at gunpoint, from a crossroads in Belfast to ditches in Croatia and El Salvador. I have been arrested and interrogated and deported by unfriendly regimes. I have seen Germany come together and Yugoslavia fall apart before my eyes. I have sometimes made questionable compromises: I was aware of, but failed to report, the Israelis’ destruction of the biblical village of Emmaus on the West Bank in 1968. I have acquiesced in censorship where perhaps I should have challenged it. I have worn army uniform for a second time and been present at the beginning of the ‘embedding’ of journalists with the British armed forces in 1991. I have slept in deserts and stayed in some remarkable war zone lodgings from Saigon to Sarajevo, including a windowless brothel in Equatorial Guinea. I have met child soldiers who traded their childhoods for survival with armed groups: they were mostly orphans who felt empowered by killing people. I have opened a UNICEF conference room in Darfur and a water project in Yemen. I have challenged and defeated an established politician in a high-profile election campaign. I have served on the Standards and Privileges Committee of the House of Commons. I have dealt with piles of green ink mail at the time of the full moon. I have campaigned for the Alderley Edge bypass and against the second runway of Manchester Airport. I have had a calypso written against me in Saint Lucia and a chrysanthemum named after me in Cheshire. I have appeared on BBC TV’s Mastermind but declined to appear on its Strictly Come Dancing. I have seen my chosen profession of television news drift from mainstream to moonshine in half a century. I have received death threats at home and abroad and made a few enemies, some whom I believed at the time to be friends or colleagues. People sometimes say, ‘What an interesting life you have led’, as if it were over. At the time of writing, unless I am a ghost writer, I can confidently declare that it is not. And this is my last manifesto.


The flak jacket offered only partial protection. It slowed you down and, if the sniper saw you wearing it, he would go for the headshot anyway. When I left the BBC for the House of Commons in May 1997, I handed it back, for it was theirs not mine and it seemed to me to be a metaphor for a straitjacket of the mind, the Corporation’s orthodoxy of even-handedness and its reflexive habit of balancing truth with falsehood, down to the last second on the engraved stopwatch that I also returned when I left its service. I had acquired it from a political correspondent who resigned to become the Conservative Party’s Director of Communications. Others crossed the line in the same way, one to serve Boris Johnson and another David Cameron. It would never have occurred to me to have done so – to that party or any other. It happened on the Labour side too, but was a temptation to be resisted. To be elected rather than appointed is a different matter, especially as an MP without a party whose every vote is a free vote, to be considered without coercion and on its merits. Independents are winning favour again and even back in fashion.


So too with the news. I believe that the time is long past for the ho-hum equivalences of the ‘on the one hand this on the other hand that and only time will tell’ school of journalism. We inherited it and knelt at its altar for a while and then its inadequacies failed us. If that is our window on the world there is no point peering through it because it is shuttered. Something more transparent, trenchant and truthful is required, in keeping with the times. I have described it and practised it as the journalism of attachment.


It runs in the family. Two of the truth-tellers of the Great War of 1914–18 were friends of my father Adrian Bell. One was the poet Edmund Blunden of the 11th Royal Sussex who protested from the Somme in 1916 ‘but still we were a good battalion . . . and deserving of a battle, not a massacre’.1 The other was John Nash, the official war artist, who illustrated one of my father’s books and wrote from the trenches in 1917: ‘I am no longer an artist interested and curious. I am a messenger who will bring back word from the men who are fighting to those who want the war to go on forever. Feeble, inarticulate, will be my message, but it will have a bitter truth, and may it burn their lousy souls.’2


About halfway through the war zone years I peered in the mirror and did not like the look of the man I saw there. He was bush-jacketed, unsympathetic, hard-driven, humourless, ambitious, ruthlessly competitive and obsessed with military ranks, badges and the calibres of weapons. I then changed course over a period of successive armed conflicts, from 1973 onwards. I did what I could to show the pity and wastefulness of war, and to see soldiers as people rather than numbers in an order of battle. I felt that I was in the service of the dead. I competed less and collaborated more, sometimes with some rather dodgy characters in the press corps. With the shining exception of Kurt Schork of Reuters, we were all unsaintly people and behaved accordingly. I initiated a voluntary pooling arrangement to save the lives of journalists. And the reporter’s ‘face time’ on the television news somehow did not seem to matter as much as it used to. Nor did the money. We were paid a fraction of the salaries of our million-dollar competitors on CNN, but enjoyed the priceless advantage of more freedom. We were untroubled, as they were not, by demands from our head office for script approval. We were free to write what we wished, or at the very least what we could get away with.


It has been borne in on me over the years, from the war zones to the House of Commons, that the politics of expediency and narrow self-interest is invariably mistaken. There must be principles applied even to the most extreme of human activities, which is the conduct of armed conflict. It was wrong for us in 1958 to hold on to the colony of Cyprus by force of arms. It was wrong for us to do the same nine years later to the colony of Aden, as to all of our colonies, which were accidents of history. It was right for us in 1969, with some of the same soldiers, to stand by the people of Northern Ireland and not (as some had urged) to leave republican and loyalist paramilitaries to fight it out to the last drop of each other’s blood. It was right for us to stay out of the war in Vietnam. It was wrong for us in 1974, after the Turkish invasion of Cyprus, not to have honoured our obligations to the island’s people as guarantors of the independence settlement. It was right for us to be pioneers of peacekeeping and to send our soldiers to Bosnia in 1992, but wrong for us to do so under a UN mandate so weak that they became witnesses of ethnic cleansing and bystanders in someone else’s war. It was wrong for us in 2003 to bow to the Americans’ pressure and join them in the illegal invasion of Iraq. It was wrong for us in 2006 to commit so thoughtlessly to our fourth Afghan war and its futile expense of blood and treasure. It is wrong now, in an interconnected and combustible world, to cut ourselves off from our friends and partners in Europe, on grounds that were never honestly explained by the Brexiteers on the side of their notorious battle bus. I saluted the ‘gang of eleven’, the MPs who defected in 2019 from Labour and the Conservatives on the Brexit issue, became Independents as I had been, and reoccupied the political centre ground deserted by their parties. Their recruits included Gavin Esler, formerly of the BBC. He called it his ‘Martin Bell moment’, since I had done something similar a generation earlier. We both had got off the fence because we feared for the future of our country. I duly endorsed him and hoped that he would not be ambushed by hostile forces. The Brexiteers’ response was ferocious, in keeping with the spirit of the times. The Independent Group, for all its merits, did not prosper, while the Liberal Democrats were briefly resurgent.


I have watched a new world order arise after the collapse of the Soviet Union and fragment under the influence of nationalistic leaders from Washington to Moscow and from Budapest to Brasilia . . . and now, London. New winds are blowing across the world. The ghost of fascism has returned to haunt us, driven by the baleful influence of the internet, and a free press is one of its primary and most vulnerable targets. The BBC, my former employer, is as much in the line of fire metaphorically as I was literally. From what I have seen and where I have been I fear for all our futures. We have lived through the most miraculous times of more than seventy years of global peace: how long can we last before the Third World War? There are no winners in warfare but only losers. You get into a war with the highest of hopes and brightest of eyes, and emerge from it bloodstained, counting the costs and the casualties and usually with nothing to show for it but a roll call of the dead. The Americans’ war in Afghanistan is the longest in their history. In its later stages it is being fought by drones, remotely and inconclusively.


The structures of peace were patiently put in place after the Second World War. The United Nations, at least until recently, proved to be more effective than its predecessor, the League of Nations. Germany was not punished but rebuilt and became a pillar of NATO and an engine of the European project. The UK’s record was less distinguished. We were late to join the European Community and early to leave the European Union. We helped this partnership of friends and neighbour states, on opposite sides in so many wars, to become disaggregated. The rising tides of mop-haired ethno-nationalism on both shores of the Atlantic make peacekeeping more difficult and war fighting more likely. This is why the debasement of journalism and intimidation of journalists have a place in this narrative too. They create the weather in which temperatures rise and demagogues flourish and democrats falter. It is the media equivalent of climate change.


Consider the political anthropology: it is an observable fact of public life that the politicians who have not done military service, or have actively dodged it (pleading bone spurs or other disabilities), place the greatest value on their podium presence at fly-pasts, photo ops with tanks and troops and parades where they hope that the heroism of others surreptitiously rubs off on them. It is called ‘putting on the khaki’. They salute without wearing a military headdress, a helmet or beret, which no real soldier would ever do.


Life is a journey, as the cliché has it. I prefer to call it a migration. Tony Blair’s was from peace to war. Mine was from war to peace.


As Albert Einstein observed, ‘Relativity applies to physics, not to ethics.’


What follows was in part the result of a broken head. In passing through Gatwick Airport at the age of eighty, I tripped over a suitcase and fell flat on my face, leaving me with a fractured skull and nine broken bones in the face. I looked like Dracula’s grandfather. It was a near-death experience which generated a flood of sympathetic mail from others, and on my part a renewed sense of fragility and urgency. The surgeon observed that I had made a really thorough job of it – like a car crash without a car. The injuries were so severe and so widely publicised, including an X-ray of the damage, that my skull became better known than my face. As a gesture of gratitude for a literally face-saving operation, I addressed the annual conference of maxillofacial surgeons. It is a branch of medicine so specialised that, by the time they are fully trained, they are halfway to retirement.


Having so many more years behind me than ahead of me, and having lived on the edge and knocked about the world a bit, I find that I still have things to say and to share. This book, my ninth, is a means of saying and sharing them.


Most of the images are provided by my friend and war zone companion Sebastian Rich, ‘a photographer of war and occasionally peace’. I am also indebted to the warriors and warlords, the villains and victims, the journalists and jokers, who provided the raw material for all that follows. And my further thanks to Leo Tolstoy. There is fortunately no copyright in titles. Wars have moved on since Napoleon’s time. The wars of today are not so much between armies as among peoples. And I have been a witness to many of them.


My father the writer, who was also a farmer and a mystic, once described me (correctly but dismissively) as being too much ‘out in the great world’. But he also observed that life offers no second chances. On both counts he was right.


Siegfried Sassoon wrote:


You smug-faced crowds with kindling eye


Who cheer when soldier lads march by,


Sneak home and pray you’ll never know


The hell where youth and laughter go.


(‘Suicide in the Trenches’, Collected Poems, 1949)


The laptop bombardiers are still among us, in the media and in politics, without the personal experience of the armed conflict that they so blithely advocate for others. They have never themselves felt the wind rush of the bullet that parts the hair, or been in danger of losing their lives in anything more consequential than a road traffic accident. They are cold-blooded and unprincipled. May it burn their lousy souls.
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From many a conflicted land


There’s a lesson to be learned and learned again:


It is not because I can’t explain that you won’t understand,


But because you won’t understand that I can’t explain.










1. THE BIRTH OF PEACEKEEPING


The British Army is not a unitary force. It is a collection of regiments and corps, with different traditions and flags and marches and histories and places in the order of battle. Some of them are better at war fighting, which requires aggression, and others are better at peacekeeping, which requires restraint. Some are better at marching than at fighting if they are chiefly trained for ceremonial duties, but still they must make a passable show of doing both. It is in the nature of the military that each regiment and corps thinks itself superior to all the others. They drill that into you when you join them. In the vanguard of an advance are usually to be found the Paras, the Marines (technically part of the Royal Navy) and the Guards, who have distinctive tribal rivalries of their own. In the rearguard of a retreat, which is just as dangerous a place to be, are to be found the county regiments of the line, also known as the PBI, the poor bloody infantry, who manned the ramparts at the end of an empire. Nearly every county had its regiment and mine was no exception. The Suffolk Regiment, which preceded the Royal Anglians and in which I served, was one of those manning the imperial ramparts at the going down of the sun. Unlike our neighbours from Norfolk, we were not royal, but we were as proud of our traditions as they were of theirs, and by no means eager to amalgamate with them. Theirs was the senior regiment, but ours (we thought) was the better one and had the battle honours to prove it. When regiments merge, sometimes two or three times over, each one feels short-changed and believes that it has traded down by amalgamating with the other. I can lay a claim, since the Suffolk Regiment disappeared shortly after my demob, to being its youngest old soldier.


The regiments are not treated or deployed as equals. As the Royal Anglians discovered in the Falklands War of 1982, to be designated the Spearhead Battalion means nothing if you are up against others with more influential connections. The Scots and Welsh Guards, Paras and Marines and Gurkhas were deployed. The Royal Anglians were not.


On 14 May 1948, at the end of the British Mandate in Palestine, the 2nd Battalion of the Warwickshire Regiment, 2nd Brigade Headquarters and 1st Battalion of the Highland Light Infantry left their camps, and it fell to the 1st Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment to be the last troops out of Jerusalem. The Battalion withdrew its cumbersome six-pounder anti-tank guns, with which it had been attempting to keep the peace, from the city’s rooftops. Infantry battalions do not normally deploy their heavy weapons on rooftops, least of all on peacekeeping missions, but those were exceptional times in the most conflicted city in the world. A security force 100,000-strong was failing to keep the peace. Orders were given to bring forward the departure by twenty-four hours before the end of the Mandate, on 15 May, so that it should be conducted without fanfare and not be disrupted by either Jews or Arabs. It was done in good order and without casualties, as the Suffolks withdrew to the Suez Canal Zone and embarked by troopship for Greece without casualties. The State of Israel was proclaimed on the same day by its first Prime Minister David Ben-Gurion. The Company Sergeant Major of A Company, Jack Gingell, lowered the Union Flag, which he did not know what to do with at the time, but was later despatched by way of Athens to the Regimental Depot in Bury St Edmunds, where in due course it was lost. The Company Commander Major R.M. Allen of the Royal Norfolks handed to the Chief Rabbi the key to the Zion Gate, which was a bar of wrought iron a foot long. The Major is reputed to have told the Rabbi, ‘Now at last the Jews hold the key to Jerusalem’, but the last two surviving members of his company did not remember him actually saying that. It was part of the legend and quoted by President George W. Bush in Israel’s Parliament, the Knesset. Henry Longhurst (a reporter before he was a golfing commentator) wrote of the last British garrison, ‘They live in an environment of propaganda, lies, deceit, assault and sudden death . . . and when things go wrong they can generally reckon to get the blame.’


The Suffolks’ departure was the signal for the start of the War of Independence, the first of several between Israel and its Arab neighbours in a conflict that remains unresolved to this day. Not until the Six-Day War of 1967 did Israel, by force of arms, seize back control of the Zion Gate. It still bears the marks of a fierce battle between Israelis and Jordanians just after the British left. The Israelis withdrew under the fire of the Arab Legion, having rescued the remnants of the Jewish community within the walls. Thirty-nine of the Jewish fighters were killed and 134 wounded. Ben-Gurion lamented, ‘We have lost the city of David.’ Twenty-two of the twenty-seven synagogues in Jerusalem were destroyed.


At one point in my short career as a soldier, I held the key to the battalion safe. The secrets that it contained were not operational but regimental, like whether a certain corporal was entitled to one of the campaign ribbons that he wore. When one of the Royal Marine Commandos was deployed to Cyprus, it left its national service officers behind, so that the harvest of medals that it confidently expected would be won only by the regulars. Some medals are harder earned than others. They are awarded and worn for a reason, but cause more disputes in the Army than anything else; and regimental pride, now as then, is paramount.


That is why regimental histories tend to be self-serving, omitting episodes of defeat, indiscipline or desertion. Ours had a record of forlorn escapades dating back to the Boer War and a failed attempt to take an enemy position in Colesberg in the Northern Cape in January 1900. The Boers called it ‘Suffolk Hill’. They were ready for the night-time attack and outnumbered the Suffolks by fifteen to one. The military intelligence was flawed, as it so often is. A survivor wrote home to his mother, ‘I do not think we shall get into a worse fire if we stay here for a year.’ The operation was an unfortunate start to the 1st Battalion’s campaign. The Commanding Officer was among the ninety killed and a court of inquiry was held into the headlong retreat of three hundred of his men. General John French, the General Officer Commanding, who of course was not present, alleged that they had been ‘seized with panic and retired’. This was the same General French who in 1914 was involved in the Curragh Mutiny and then commanded the British Expeditionary Force in the retreat from Mons, in which our 2nd Battalion was all but wiped out. The Suffolks’ Captain Brett, taken prisoner by the Boers at Colesberg, was the Lieutenant Colonel Brett killed by the Germans at Le Cateau. Luck plays a greater part in soldiering, where it is a matter of life and death, than in anything else: it lies in the roll of the dice and the fall of the mortar.


A recruiting poster of the time proclaimed ‘SEE THE EMPIRE, SERVE YOUR COUNTRY, JOIN THE SUFFOLK REGIMENT, GOD SAVE THE KING!’ This was changed later to ‘JOIN THE SUFFOLK REGIMENT: GOOD PAY, GOOD FOOD, GOOD CLOTHING, GOOD SPORTS, GOOD HOLIDAYS, GOOD COMRADES.’ Good chances too of getting killed in action in various outposts of an extensive but already crumbling Empire. Echoes abounded of the recruiting posters of 1914: ‘JOIN UP AND SKIP OVER . . . WHAT DID YOU DO IN THE GREAT WAR, DADDY?’


No mention was made either of a soldier of the 1st Battalion who went over the wall with rifle in hand during the Palestine campaign and defected to the Haganah, the Jewish fighters, before the end of the Mandate. He believed in their cause and was wounded in Jerusalem while fighting for them. He worked on a kibbutz for four years and married an Israeli. Then he returned home, gave himself up to the Military Police and was court-martialled, as he knew he would be. He was sentenced to twelve months and served eight of them in the Military Corrective Training Centre, also known as the glasshouse, the Army’s prison with a harder regime than its civilian counterparts.


He then returned to regimental service at the Depot and administered the same stiff discipline from which he had suffered. On one occasion he ordered an errant recruit in Bury St Edmunds to scrub a cookhouse table.


‘With what should I scrub it?’ asked the young soldier.


‘With this toothbrush’, he replied. That was how the Army was in the 1950s, and it did not ease its regime until the end of conscription, when it had to become more attractive to the volunteers who were the only soldiers who remained in its ranks. For us it was an obligation that we could not escape. For them it was a career that they had chosen.


The former deserter was Private John ‘Ringo’ Watson. By the time I joined the Battalion in 1957, he had been promoted and was a popular and effective platoon sergeant in D Company on active service in Cyprus. He had seen more soldiering than anyone around him except the Regimental Sergeant Major and the Post Corporal. Everyone who knew him admired him. His subaltern depended on him, as was customary, much more than he did on the subaltern. The subaltern commanded the platoon but the sergeant actually ran it. John Watson was injured for a second time while serving with the Royal Anglians in County Londonderry and was renowned in the Sergeants’ Mess for picking the shrapnel out of his wounds with a bayonet. But for his record as a deserter, and a slight academic deficit (for he was impatient with paperwork), he would have achieved his ambition of rising to the rank of regimental sergeant major, just as his Commanding Officer had wished. He was a natural regimental sergeant major through and through. Instead he became a company sergeant major and ended up instructing cadets and deterring trespassers at Framlingham College in Suffolk, where he lived in the Porter’s Lodge. For his services for the army reserves in East Anglia he was awarded the British Empire Medal. He died in 2011 aged eighty-two. He had served in the Army for twenty-nine years (four of them AWOL in Israel). One of his former platoon commanders, Professor John Sutherland, described him as ‘the best, hardest, and in terms of military morality the most admirable soldier I ever knew’.1 Amen to that.


The Suffolks have a place in history denied to other and supposedly grander regiments, because their departure from Jerusalem marked the beginning not only of a war but of the long years of United Nations peace operations, which have continued ever since in countries as far apart as Cambodia and El Salvador, Bosnia and Namibia. Amid the turbulence of the twenty-first century there are fourteen such UN missions operating across four continents, with 110,000 blue helmets serving in them at an annual cost of more than six and a half billion US dollars. Their successes and failures are, at the best, evenly balanced, with the failures most conspicuous in Africa. In 2018 Israel shared its seventieth birthday with that of United Nations peacekeeping. The first of the international forces created under the blue flag was UNTSO, the United Nations Truce Supervision Organization, established on 29 May 1948, and consisting of a UN representative in Jerusalem supported by unarmed military observers. It supervised a series of ceasefires, attempted to monitor a UN arms embargo and became an immediate target of armed gangs. The first of the UN Representatives, Count Bernadotte of Sweden, was ambushed and murdered by Jewish extremists two months after his arrival. But UNTSO was only part of the UN’s enduring presence in the Middle East. Each of the Arab-Israeli wars threw up its own ‘alphabet soup’ of United Nations interventions.


After the Suez debacle of 1956 the Security Council established UNEF, the United Nations Emergency Force, which was the first real peacekeeping force, armed and mandated to supervise the withdrawal of British, French and Israeli troops from Egyptian territory. The initiative for the force, as well as one of its contingents, came from Yugoslavia, at that time in its Titoist and non-aligned heyday, but later to need a peacekeeping force of its own. Yugoslavia even honoured its peacekeepers in the Sinai with a postage stamp. These included the crew of a minesweeper sunk by an old German mine in the Mediterranean. UNEF was ordered out of the way by the Egyptians, and swept aside by the Israelis, in 1967. After Israel’s lightning victory it returned on 16 July 1967 to the accompaniment of an artillery duel across the Canal and a dogfight above it between Israeli Mirages and Egyptian MiGs. From that point on the soldiers of the token UN force became spectators, and sometimes casualties, in a seven-year war of attrition, which intensified in March 1969 and led inevitably to the Yom Kippur War of October 1973.


This in turn spawned two peacekeeping forces: the UN Disengagement Observer Force (UNDOF) to keep the peace between Israel and Syria, and UNEF II, to do the same between Israel and Egypt. Its civilian administrator was a then little-known Ghanaian diplomat named Kofi Annan, on his first peacekeeping mission. I was on the Suez Canal at the time, reporting an exchange of prisoners across the waterway – two Israelis for four hundred Egyptians, with two generals and their batmen (servants) crossing first in a private launch. One of the UN soldiers described their mission to me as Operation Sitting Duck – just as it was to be so many years later in Yugoslavia. It was always in the nature of UN peacekeeping to have the blue helmet in someone else’s sights and caught in the middle of someone else’s war. Nine Canadian peacekeepers with UNEF II were killed in August 1974 when their aircraft was shot down by a missile over Syria. The Canadians celebrate 9 August every year as their National Peacekeepers’ Day.


The force list was completed in 1978 with the arrival of UNIFIL (the United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon), to oversee the withdrawal of the Israelis from one of their many incursions into Lebanon. It says much about the United Nations and the volatility of Israel’s northern border that the peacekeeping force is still described as interim. It has served there for more than forty years. One of its contingents has always been Irish and most Irish soldiers have served there, some of them several times over. The world has changed and peacekeeping has changed with it. UNIFIL is now supported by a Nepalese battalion 880-strong in which the women are as combat-ready as the men. (The back cover of this book shows them in action.) Despite many setbacks UNIFIL has stood its ground, provided stability, lifted landmines and saved lives at some cost to itself. More than three hundred of its soldiers and police have been killed in a conflict between two countries which have nothing to do with each other except from time to time when one will invade and the other will retaliate. The Lebanese tend not to recognise the Jewish state to the south even by naming it. In Beirut they call it Disneyland.


The first rule of war fighting is: never march on Moscow. The first rule of peacekeeping is: what goes around comes around. It needs persistence, patience and resilience. It offers no battle honours or victories but only outcomes, some of which will be more positive than others. Bash on regardless by all means (the old motto of the Army Commandos); but in due course you will be back where you began. If you do it right, you will save more lives than you can count. If you do not do it right, you are risking your own life for no purpose.


Why the blue helmets? They were chosen not just for protection against the bullets fired by combatants on either side of the intermediary force. The original idea for appropriate peacekeeping headgear was blue berets, but the first UN soldiers were deployed at short notice, and the berets would have taken fourteen weeks to procure. It was quicker for all of the national contingents in a multinational force to take one of the familiar war fighting helmets and splash it with blue paint. The blue-helmeted pioneers were more than front-line soldiers: they were no man’s land soldiers.


Dag Hammarskjöld, the second Secretary-General of the United Nations, was the originator of the blue helmets and the father of UN peacekeeping. He personally wrote the rules for it at the time of the Suez deployment. He said, ‘Peacekeeping is not a job for soldiers, but it is a job that only soldiers can do.’ He also said, ‘It is when we play safe that we create a world of utmost insecurity.’ The purpose of the United Nations, he added, was not to bring humanity to heaven but to save it from hell.


Which brings us to the Congo between 1960 and 1964, which marked a new departure in United Nations planning and operations. It was the first time in its history that the UN had, with its own command structure, fielded a substantial military force and attempted to move from peacekeeping to peace enforcement – what is now called ‘mission creep’. Again, what goes around comes around: it foreshadowed the later debate on Yugoslavia. Hammarskjöld was killed in a plane crash in 1961 en route to a Congo-related meeting in Rhodesia, the only UN Secretary-General to die in office. The circumstances remain a mystery, but his aircraft, a DC-6, was probably shot down over Zambia by a Katangese Fouga Magister fighter trainer flown by a mercenary pilot. When his body was found near the wreckage, it was propped up on an anthill and had bullet wounds in it and a playing card – the ace of spades – tucked into his shirt collar. He was targeted. The entries in the Belgian pilot’s log books were apparently forged. A shadowy South African paramilitary organisation may also have played a part. A shy yet charismatic Swedish diplomat, whose work was his life, Hammarskjöld was probably the best known and most admired Secretary-General in the UN’s history. When he died, former President Harry Truman remarked enigmatically, ‘He was on the point of getting something done when they killed him. Notice that I said “when they killed him”.’ Truman never explained what he meant, but he clearly believed that the Secretary-General’s death was not an accident.


On 14 July 1960 Security Council Resolution 143 established ONUC, a French acronym for the United Nations Force in the Congo. Its mission was to replace Belgian troops in this former Belgian colony (and personal fiefdom of King Leopold II, whose father had been Queen Victoria’s uncle) and provide stability in the post-colonial era at a time when its government, according to one UN official, was like a ship without a crew. At its peak it was 20,000-strong, including contingents from Ghana, India, Sweden and Ireland. It brokered a coalition agreement by some of the country’s political leaders, including its future President Mobutu Sese Seko, but faced a breakaway movement by the southern province of Katanga, led by Moïse Tshombe, with an army of Katangese militiamen backed by the three hundred foreign mercenaries of 5 Commando, led by the notorious South African ‘mad Mike’ Hoare. ‘I love being in the presence of hard men’, he said. British and Belgian mining companies had a commercial interest in the mineral wealth of an independent Katanga. Hammarskjöld’s personal representative in the Congo, the Irish diplomat Conor Cruise O’Brien, ordered OPERATION MORTHOR to put the rebellion down. He said, ‘This operation bears no comparison to anything else in United Nations history.’ Hammarskjöld went along with it with some reluctance, but he believed that the Congo emergency could be the trigger for World War Three. ‘We have passed the point of no return’, he wrote. He believed that the UN had reached a ‘turn in the road’ where its intervention would be decisive for its own future and for the future of Africa. It was a time of high hopes for both, the first time that a UN force had gone on the offensive, and the first time it had established a no-fly zone and an arms embargo. The force was mandated to be neutral, but ended up taking sides in a civil war. Hammarskjöld was one of its casualties. When Kurt Waldheim became the UN’s fourth Secretary-General in 1972, he made it clear that he would not follow Hammarskjöld’s example of interpreting Security Council resolutions single-handedly. When in doubt he would go back to the Security Council and seek specific instructions.


O’Brien went on to be a renowned writer and politician, Minister of Posts in the Irish government in the 1970s, an eloquent West Briton and critic of Sinn Féin and Irish nationalism. He even made the telephones work. He ruled the airwaves and banned Sinn Féin from appearing on RTE, the national broadcaster. His mission to the Congo is generally held to have been not his finest hour. He was young and lacked war zone experience, at a time when the Irish government was seeking a larger role on the world stage. In a letter home inviting a friend to visit, he wrote that the country could offer ‘three thousand square miles of rough shooting’. He said later, ‘You can safely appeal to the United Nations in the comfortable certainty that it will let you down.’ In 1969 I reported his election to the Irish Parliament as a Member for North East Dublin. He had mastered enough Gaelic to be able to deliver a short scripted speech in the language. He represented the same constituency as the flamboyant Fianna Fáil Taoiseach Charles Haughey, whom he called GUBU: ‘grotesque, unusual, bizarre, unprecedented’. I met him many years later in a bar in New Orleans, and had been talking to this tipsy Irishman for half an hour before I realised who he was. He died in 2008.


The UN’s campaign in the Congo, like most of its early interventions, was embarked on under duress and against a Cold War background. The fledgling Congolese government had made it clear that, if the UN did not send troops to replace the departing Belgians, it would turn to the Soviet Union for assistance. In fact it did so and in 1960 a thousand Soviet military advisers (conseillers techniques) started arriving in Kinshasa. Then Mobutu Sese Seko, the army chief of staff, was ordered by the President to arrest the Prime Minister and by the Prime Minister to arrest the President. So in September 1960 he resolved the problem by seizing power himself in a two-stage military coup. The Russians were ordered to leave within forty-eight hours. And the UN reinterpreted its mandate.


(The UN’s operations in the Congo were also my introduction to foreign news. There were no satellites back then and all news was slow news. As a down-table subeditor in the BBC’s newsroom at Alexandra Palace, I would spend a whole day trying to find the words to go with flickering black-and-white agency footage of the UN’s operations in the Congo – a difficult match, since the tickertape was today’s while the news film was at least a week old. Fact checking was obsessive, accuracy was more important than immediacy and nothing was ever unscripted. The journalism then, I believe, has something to teach us about the journalism now. The editors gave orders like sergeant majors; and the post mortem on the bulletin was conducted in the bar, which was twice the size of the studio.)


O’Brien’s countrymen were caught up in his UN campaign. It was the first of their many deployments under a blue helmet. (They had sought a role at Suez in 1956 but been denied it.) In September 1961, 155 lightly armed men of A Company 35th (UN) Battalion of the Irish Army were deployed to the mining town of Jadotville (now Likasi) in Haut Katanga to protect endangered civilians; but when they got there they found that they were unwelcome: the Belgian settlers, under the influence of the mining companies, were hostile to the UN and favoured the secessionists. The Irish force was then besieged in its camp by thousands of Katangese troops backed up by French, Belgian, Rhodesian and South African mercenaries, known also as les affreux. The siege lasted for six days, with the Irish resisting successive waves of attacks, including strafing runs by one of Katanga’s three Fouga Magisters, French fighter trainers with combat capability. Attempts to relieve them by Indian and Swedish UN troops were beaten back on the access roads by mercenary-led forces. On the sixth day, with ammunition, food and water running out, the company commander Commandant Quinlan sensibly surrendered. Five of his men were wounded and none killed. He and his soldiers were held hostage by the rebels for a month. They were threatened with mutilation and execution, but their lives were saved by the European mercenaries against whom they had been fighting.


No medals were won and when they returned to Ireland there was scant recognition of A Company’s fighting defence. The term ‘Jadotville Jack’ was used thereafter to disparage the Irish Defence Forces. It was as if they were supposed to have fought to the last man, on the model of an Alamo or Rorke’s Drift. The old slogan ‘Death or Glory’ had much to answer for. If they had come home in coffins draped with the Irish tricolour they would have been hailed as heroes. But because they returned alive they were dishonoured. Jadotville became the great unmentionable in military circles. An Irish Army officer who was serving at the time recalled, ‘It was never spoken of in the Mess – even when we were drunk it was never spoken of.’ The Irish Ministry of Defence was quietly unsupportive, to the dismay of the Company’s veterans. Not until 2004 was there an official inquiry, which cleared Commandant Quinlan and his men of soldierly misconduct. It came too late for Quinlan who died in 1997. In October 2017 the Irish Taoiseach Enda Kenny unveiled a memorial in his honour. It took more than half a century, but the Irish soldiers’ steadiness under fire was finally recognised, not only in stone and bronze but in a movie. The Siege of Jadotville was filmed for Netflix in South Africa and released in 2016. The cast were put through boot camp and trained like soldiers so they should look like soldiers. The film’s hero was Commandant Quinlan. Its anti-hero was Conor Cruise O’Brien, depicted as a UN bureaucrat indifferent to the fate of his countrymen whom he placed in the line of fire.


The UN’s blue helmets left the Congo in 1964 with their mission accomplished, but leaving a notorious dictatorship in place. One kleptocrat, King Leopold, was followed by another, Mobutu Sese Seko, whose reign of ruin lasted for thirty-six years. His personal wealth exceeded the national debt. Pity Her Majesty: he was one of a slew of grisly dictators honoured with a state visit to Buckingham Palace. He travelled vaingloriously to meetings of the OAU (Organization of African Unity) with a retinue of drummers and dancers. He renamed the country Zaire and plundered it to increase his personal fortune. The UN returned under a different mandate in 1999 to try to restore stability to a failing nation.


It is still there. The force is called MONUSCO and its operations range from peacekeeping to war fighting in North Kivu Province close to the borders with Uganda and Rwanda. More than forty nations contribute to it, including Bosnia and Bolivia. The Indian contingent was in my experience the most outstandingly efficient and well-disciplined, and not only patrolled but rebuilt war-broken pygmy villages. The Indian Army in its appearance and codes of conduct was like the British Army frozen in time. It understood the regimental system. In a largely unreported war – too remote and too dangerous for the press and television (I was there for UNICEF) – the force mounted offensive operations on a scale not known since the Korean War, which was theoretically fought in the UN’s name. It used infantry, mortars and helicopter gunships. Rebel forces killed 147 of its soldiers. And in 2018 it was reinforced by an extra brigade of three thousand heavily armed troops. The mission not only crept but escalated. It was engaged not in peacekeeping but in a low-intensity war against the rebels of the Allied Democratic Front. As much today as in 1960 the blue flag and blue helmets of the United Nations are all that prevent the Congo from falling apart. The outbreak of ebola makes its mission more dangerous than ever.


The UN’s interventions, which started in 1948 as an unarmed team of observers in Jerusalem, ended up seventy years later as a war-fighting army of blue helmets in the Eastern Congo. More than three million men and women have served under the blue flag. The number of lives they have lost is about 3,500. The number of lives they have saved can never be calculated. In 2019, amid a disputed presidential election, they were still caught in the middle of someone else’s war.


The 1st Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment, having fired the starting gun for peacekeeping, was back in the neighbourhood on active service only eight years later.


This time it was one of a dozen battalions trying to put down an anti-British rebellion in the colony of Cyprus. The island had been in British hands following an act of diplomatic sleight of hand by Benjamin Disraeli in 1878. It was first a protectorate, then a colony and finally a war zone. In April 1955 the Greek Cypriot fighters of EOKA rose up in armed rebellion against the British. Their objective was enosis (union with Greece), which was not politically realistic in a colony with an eighteen per cent Turkish minority. Reinforcements were poured into the island in what was supposed to be a declaration of British intent to hold on to it. In fact, it was the beginning of a climbdown and retreat. And this time I was a part of it.
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When I was a soldier the Brass would panic


And order the big push and knockout blow,


The grand attack against the foe,


But the strategy was self-defeating


And all they achieved advancing, retreating,


Was just to rearrange the seating


On their very own Titanic.










2. STAGGING ON


The godfather of peacekeeping is peace enforcement, in which the British are unsuccessful specialists. I know it because I did it. This is from memory. It is as fresh before me as if it were yesterday. The date is 21 July 1958. I am nineteen years old and away from my home in Suffolk for the first time in my life. It is my first collision of many with the real world. I live with five others in a windswept tent in a camp on a rocky outcrop outside Nicosia, without a tree or blade of grass in sight. I am homesick and doing my best not to show it. There is a watchtower beside the flagpole which gives it, I think, a Colditz-like appearance. I have a name, rank and number: L/Cpl 23398941 Bell M of the 1st Battalion of the Suffolk Regiment. I am a reluctant soldier, trained and armed and in uniform. I have been thirteen months in the Army and ten months on active service in Cyprus. (Active service means that someone somewhere might be out to kill you.) Like everyone else I am counting the ‘days to do’ and have just joined the ranks of the happy band with more soldiering behind them than ahead of them. That is a milestone worth a Keo beer in the other ranks’ haven, the NAAFI. Every day lived is a day gained. Being supposedly numerate and literate, I am the secretary of the Corporals’ Mess and the editor of the regimental magazine Castle and Key. I help my tent-mates connect with home and write letters to their girlfriends or (in so many cases) ex-girlfriends. Some of us are virgin soldiers. Others are not. One of the recruits is newly married. And the ‘Dear John’ letters arrive in every mailbag. They are extremely hard to answer dry-eyed and without reproach.


I have so far avoided the wrath of the Regimental Sergeant Major, Jack Gingell, a veteran of the British Mandate in Palestine. Although I am on his list of suspected malingerers, and he has had me CB (confined to barracks) for forty-eight hours, he has not yet actually managed to nail me with a charge, also known as a ‘fizzer’. I have learned the art of camouflage, internally as well as externally, and become as inconspicuous as it is possible for an other rank to be. I am an accomplished skiver (origin: the French s’esquiver, to slink off). The Paras call it being a ‘grey man’. I have spectacularly failed to become an officer, having under-achieved in both the intelligence and initiative tests at Westbury in Wiltshire. I have, as the old sweats put it, put some service in and got my knees brown. I am smart enough to escape the attention of those like the Regimental Sergeant Major whose badge of rank is worn not on their shoulders but on their sleeves. He is feared as well as respected, and responsible for discipline throughout the whole Battalion. He sets its agenda and his word is the rule of law in the Sergeants’ Mess. He is said to have cut down on the drinking there, although I see no sign of it doing guard duty at the main gate on one of their boisterous mess nights.


(Regimental Sergeant Major Jack Gingell, who terrified me more than any warlord, had a glass eye and died half-blind in Suffolk in 2017. He was truly the best of Suffolk and of British. May he rest in more peace than he gave me.)


I am dog tired, having come off another night of guard duty, also known as ‘stag’. (Soldiering has a vocabulary of its own.) This involves patrolling the inside of the mile-long perimeter of Kykko Camp on the Nicosia Airport road. We pity the troops arriving and envy those leaving in their three-ton trucks on the road outside the wire. The camp has been built in short order and to the minimum standards by the Royal Engineers. The barbed wire, two coils wide with a third on top, seems as much designed to keep us in (the soldiers of Suffolk) as them out (the Greek Cypriot rebels). We patrol in pairs, with the new SLR (self-loading rifles and charged magazines) at the ready, hoping that it will not jam if we have to use it. We must challenge an intruder in English, Greek and Turkish – halt, stomata, dur! – before opening fire. We do two hours on and four hours off through the night. We know exactly when the Duty Officer will check up on us, at 2305 hours, after his last whisky and soda in the Officers’ Mess. During the four hours off we drink cookhouse tea, hot and sweet with what tastes like a chemical additive, and lie on the rock-hard bunk beds of the guardroom. We finish the ‘stag’ with a feeling like an unearned hangover. The officers are known as Ruperts. The other ranks are Fred and Pete and Danny, but a Rupert is always an officer. It is the British class system standing to attention and saluting with sword in hand.
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