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  WHAT READERS OF EXIT WOUNDS ARE SAYING




  ‘Boss, just finished your book. Me and bunch of guys here reckon it’s bloody good!’ P, SERVING SAS SOLDIER




  ‘From its Mad Max opening to its tranquil ending, this is a groundbreaking book. Your bravery in baring the dark pools of your soul and sharing your experiences of war is extraordinary.’ TRISH, NSW




  ‘Outstanding! Full of stunning, heart-stopping and mind-jarring detail that gives a glimpse into the realities of war.’ RON, VIETNAM VETERAN, QUEENSLAND




  ‘One of the most powerful non-fiction pieces I’ve read for a long time.’ ANDREW RULE, ASSOCIATE EDITOR, HERALD SUN




  ‘My deepest thanks for your brilliant book. It has gone a long way to help me understand and begin to overcome my own demons from military operations.’ DON, EX-SOLDIER, VICTORIA




  ‘I have just finished reading Exit Wounds and when I say it is one of the most powerful books I have ever read, I mean that most sincerely.’ BOB, FORMER US MARINE CORPS, THREE TOURS OF VIETNAM




  ‘An emotional tour de force! Your book inspired me, moved me to tears, but most of all made me proud that our defence force has people within it of such remarkable calibre.’ BEVERLEY, PSYCHIATRIC NURSE, VICTORIA




  ‘I cannot remember a time when I was more inspired to pursue my career in the Australian Defence Force than after reading your incredible story. Thank you, sir.’ CORRINNE, ROYAL AUSTRALIAN NAVY




  ‘A truly remarkable story of courage, compassion and sheer “goodness”. The last word may seem odd but I can’t think of any other way of highlighting this man’s enormous respect for the soldiers under his command.’ ROSS, VIA FACEBOOK




  ‘Your book made me so proud it was you who commanded our servicemen and women in Afghanistan during such deadly days.’ MARY, JOURNALIST, TASMANIA




  ‘Gripping, even scary. It moved me to tears many times.’ ANDREW, NSW




  ‘Your story is incredible, the writing is beautiful and your honesty, openness, candour and courage in sharing is inspiring.’ AMY, VIA FACEBOOK




  ‘Having served with you in Baghdad, I want you to know how much I enjoyed your inspiring book and how proud I am to have known you.’ JEREMY, SERVING SOLDIER




  ‘Exit Wounds is magnificent; an honest and direct appraisal of the human experience of war.’ BRYAN, FORMER BRITISH ROYAL MARINE COMMANDO




  ‘I haven’t read a book in years and usually avoid war books, but within three or four pages of your book I had to dry my eyes.’ NIGEL, MEDIC, VETERAN OF SIERRA LEONE, IRAQ AND AFGHANISTAN




  ‘I read your book in one sitting, some chapters twice. It is passionate, focused and real. I also suffered PTSD because of my service, and your book has helped me immeasurably.’ TIM, FORMER ARMY OFFICER




  ‘Your book is illuminating, challenging and extremely moving. It is such an insight into the reality of war for those of us who will never experience it. It should be compulsory reading for all of those of us who participate in decisions to send people away to fight on our behalf.’ SENATOR PENNY WRIGHT, VIA EMAIL




  ‘Brilliant book, boss. I’ll never forget your outstanding leadership and the fact you always put the needs of your subordinates first. You’re still doing so, through your book Exit Wounds.’ D, SERVING SAS OFFICER




  ‘I am a Gulf War veteran. It is because of men like you that more of us came home than not. Thank you for your extraordinary book.’ K, EX-US ARMY




  ‘I was inspired, educated and moved by your book Exit Wounds. Your overwhelming sense of responsibility for the men and women you led shines through so strongly.’ JOHN SCHUMANN, SINGER, SONGWRITER, VETERANS ADVOCATE




  ‘I found myself reduced to tears by sections of your amazing book. I quite literally could not put it down.’ ANDRE, VICTORIA




  ‘Exit Wounds is remarkably honest, penetrating and convincing. The prose is brilliant in its simplicity and authenticity. The narrative is an unselfish gift to all those who experience the invisible wounds of war.’ DR JOHN A. PARRISH, CENTER FOR INTEGRATION OF MEDICINE AND INNOVATIVE TECHNOLOGY, BOSTON




  ‘This is a great narrative achievement, gripping and moving, almost overwhelming. Over and over again I was pulled up by the swift changes of tone and mood, horror tempered by steely wit and deeds of spontaneous kindness.’ JOHN, LA TROBE UNIVERSITY, VIA EMAIL




  

    

      ‘Anyone who has ever cried up Australia’s involvement in non-existential wars needs to read this, and weep for the damage done. The cold and sometimes casual calculus of “Australian interests” will be measured differently hereafter, in the hot and brutal light of this searing memoir.’




      GERALDINE BROOKS




      ‘This is a rare book: an absolutely compelling story of war told from the top. Cantwell spares nothing of himself in this riveting account of the horrors, the triumphs, the pain and the damage of war in the 21st century.’




      DAVID MARR




      ‘Generals are not supposed to do books like this. John Cantwell’s memoir is utterly compelling in its candour and humility. He cuts through the political spin and the flag-waving to portray Australians at war in Iraq and Afghanistan with unique insight and a special compassion. His account of the death of young men, and the pain and loneliness of high command, is breathtaking. This book, beautifully written, will stand in the front rank of Australian military history.




      MIKE CARLTON




      ‘John Cantwell has always led from the front. In bravely detailing his struggle with post-traumatic stress disorder, John is helping to break down any remaining stigma associated with the disorder. The positive impact John’s personal story will have on those in the military dealing with similar experiences cannot be overstated, not to mention the contribution it makes to community understanding.’




      AIR CHIEF MARSHAL ANGUS HOUSTON AC, AFC (RET’D)




      ‘In Afghanistan I witnessed the extraordinary qualities of John Cantwell the military leader—but there was so much more to tell. This book is a powerful story about the impact of war on one man. But it also says much about commitment, courage and sacrifice of those who serve our country in war.’




      SENATOR JOHN FAULKNER, MINISTER FOR DEFENCE 2009–10




      ‘Cantwell’s tribute to the men and women he commanded is to lay himself bare. His enemy is no longer on the battlefield, but in the dark labyrinth of the soldier’s haunting memories. The general’s honest and humble account of the price exacted by the torment of war will give solace to those who suffer their own “exit wounds” in silence.’




      JANA WENDT


    


  




  

    

      Major General John Cantwell AO DSC joined the Australian Army as a private soldier in 1974 and rose to general-officer rank. He was a tank officer and commanded at every level. His senior management appointments included that of Deputy Chief of the Army. In 2009 he led the initial national efforts to recover from the deadly Victorian Black Saturday fires. He served in three distinct wars: combat duty in Operation Desert Storm in 1991; in Iraq in 2006; and as the commander of all Australian forces in Afghanistan and the wider Middle East area of operations in 2010. He was awarded the Distinguished Service Cross for his leadership in action in Afghanistan, has been made a Member of the Order of Australia and an Officer of the Order of Australia, and received the United States Legion of Merit, along with other commendations. He retired from the Australian Army in early 2012 after a career spanning 38 years.




      





      Greg Bearup has been a feature writer at the Good Weekend for the past ten years and has twice been awarded a Walkley Award for his writing. Prior to this he worked for the Sydney Morning Herald. In 2004–05 he lived in Pakistan and filed for various newspapers including the Guardian. During that time he also worked for the UN organising elections. He spent time in Syria, where he helped Iraqi refugees vote, and was then based for six months in Bamyan in the remote mountains of central Afghanistan working on the parliamentary elections. In 2009 he published Adventures in Caravanastan about a trip around Australia in a caravan with his partner and their baby. Reviewer Bruce Elder described it as ‘a subtle and ambiguous love letter to Australia in all its glory, craziness and diversity’.
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      This book is dedicated to my wife Jane,


      who has been an unfailing source of support and love


      through many dark days




      I also dedicate this book to the memory of the extraordinary soldiers who lost their lives while under my command in Afghanistan in 2010, and whose courageous families continue to mourn:




      Sapper Jacob Moerland, 2nd Combat Engineer Regiment,


      killed in action on 7 June 2010




      Sapper Darren Smith, 2nd Combat Engineer Regiment,


      killed in action on 7 June 2010




      Private Timothy Aplin, 2nd Commando Regiment,


      killed in action on 21 June 2010




      Private Scott Palmer, 2nd Commando Regiment,


      killed in action on 21 June 2010




      Private Benjamin Chuck, 2nd Commando Regiment,


      killed in action on 21 June 2010




      Private Nathan Bewes, 6th Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment,


      killed in action on 9 July 2010




      Trooper Jason Brown, Special Air Service Regiment,


      killed in action on 13 August 2010




      Private Tomas Dale, 6th Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment,


      killed in action on 20 August 2010




      Private Grant Kirby, 6th Battalion, The Royal Australian Regiment,


      killed in action on 20 August 2010




      Lance Corporal Jared MacKinney, 6th Battalion,


      The Royal Australian Regiment,


      killed in action on 24 August 2010




      Lest we forget
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      Prologue




      July 2011




      I am sitting in a small room in a special wing of a private hospital in Melbourne. It’s a psychiatric ward. The nurses tell me when to shower and when to eat and they watch as I take my medication. In the corridor a bedraggled woman, a fellow patient, tells me casually that she likes to cut herself—I’ve no idea how to respond. I’m told I’ll be here for a week, locked in.




      My overwhelming thoughts are that I shouldn’t be here—I am a serving major general in the Australian Army. Generals are meant to be strong, to lead by example—they aren’t paid to sit around in psychiatric wards. Not so long ago I was in charge of 1,500 Australian troops in Afghanistan and a thousand more in the wider region. Now, the only thing I’m able to manage on my own is a trip to the bathroom.




      At least I know why I am in hospital. Yesterday I had a complete emotional meltdown in the consulting room of the psychiatrist who is attempting to help me deal with the problems arising from my combat tours. My wife, Jane, had accompanied me and I was ashamed that I couldn’t live up to her gentle encouragement to ‘Be strong.’ Instead, I was reduced to sobbing tears and incoherent expressions of despair. A small part of me watched all this, bemused. I heard myself saying, Get a grip! Stop blubbering! I couldn’t. I was overwhelmed with emotions, plagued by brutal memories, tormented by guilt, worn down by physical pain and weakened by days of sleeplessness.




      The psychiatrist advised a spell in hospital. He was aware of my rank and reluctant to admit me to the ward of the local veterans’ hospital with other serving and former military personnel. He suggested the private hospital. I was reluctant but knew I needed help.




      At the heart of my distress is a chronic case of PTSD, post-traumatic stress disorder, a debilitating condition that follows an event where a person witnesses injury or death, is threatened with injury or death, or inflicts it. Often, people with PTSD have persistent, frightening thoughts and memories. Nightmares and flashbacks are common. Sufferers often feel emotionally numb, especially towards people to whom they were once close. PTSD supplants all normal emotions, creating a state of anxiety and heightened awareness.




      I have managed my PTSD, to a greater or lesser extent, for the last twenty of my thirty-eight years in the army. It has been a constant companion. There are times when I am able to manage the nightmares and bury the memories deep enough that I can almost forget I have it. These are the good days.




      But the demons always come back to haunt me. My waking hours are punctuated by flashbacks. I flinch violently at unexpected noises and endure a persistent sense of ill-defined dread. At different times I become irritable, anxious, angry, tearful, morose and confused. These are the bad days.




      For two decades I hid my problems because I felt they were a sign of weakness. I was afraid to tell anyone, other than my wife, in case I looked foolish or soft. I was also afraid it would damage my chances of promotion in a job I loved. I suffered in private.




      This whole saga began soon after I returned from fighting in the First Gulf War in 1990–91. I was a major on a two-year exchange with the British Army and, during the war, I was assigned an eyes-and-ears role reporting to my generals from the front line.




      I was there when US artillery and aircraft bombed the Iraqis with firepower greater than anything seen in either world war. I was there when we attacked across the minefields and tank ditches. I was there when US forces used bulldozer blades mounted on tanks to bury alive Iraqi soldiers in their trenches. There were numerous times I thought I’d be killed. I walked through minefields terrified I’d lose my legs. I witnessed scores of Iraqi dead. I collected body parts. I saw destruction on a massive scale.




      I added another layer of painful memories during a year-long deployment to Baghdad in 2006 as a brigadier in charge of strategic planning for the Coalition. It was a bad year to be in Iraq. I had asked, pleaded, for the job, but in the dreadful summer of that year I witnessed mass killings, car bombs, rocket attacks and the breakdown of law and order.




      The death rate quadrupled from previous years, and thousands of Iraqi civilians and scores of Coalition troops were killed every month. I travelled around Baghdad and throughout the country, dodging car bombs, roadside booby traps and small-arms fire. I saw the aftermath of a car packed with explosives being detonated in a market full of women and children. I made life-and-death decisions.




      Then, in January 2010 I was deployed as the commander of the Australian forces in the Middle East and Afghanistan, this time as a major general. It was the best job and the worst job I’d ever had. It was the pinnacle of my career, commanding Australian troops in combat. I was responsible for thousands of personnel from all three services. I deeply respected the airmen and admired the sailors under my command, and spent as much time as I could with them. I wanted to share the risks the Diggers in Afghanistan took every day. Whenever I could, I joined patrols ‘outside the wire’, walking the same dusty tracks and fields as the ordinary soldiers. I did everything in my power to keep them alive. I failed. In that year I lost ten soldiers under my command, killed in action. I personally identified the remains of each of them, before sending them home to their families. More than sixty of my soldiers were wounded, some horribly.




      As I paid a final salute at the foot of yet another flag-draped coffin loaded into the belly of an aircraft bound for Australia, I found myself questioning if the pain and suffering of our soldiers and their families were worth it. I wondered if the deaths of any of those fallen soldiers made any difference. I recoiled from such thoughts, which seemed disrespectful, almost treasonous. I had to answer in the affirmative, or risk exposing all my endeavours as fraudulent. I had to believe it was worth it. But the question continues to prick at my mind. I don’t have an answer. Perhaps I will reach a conclusion in the writing of this story.




      While I was in command I crushed my own feelings so I could focus on the mission. There were many sailors, soldiers and airmen to lead and keep alive. There were complex political and management problems to be solved. There was a war to be fought. As I had always done, I refused to let the PTSD interfere with my work. I would grieve later.




      When I returned to Australia, it was in the knowledge that I was being considered for the job of Chief of the Army. But once home, with the sudden release of responsibility, the PTSD that I’d held at bay for so long began to consume me. I didn’t really think I’d be chosen for the job but I was worried that, against the odds, I might actually get it. I knew I wasn’t up to the task. I was not in a fit state to lead and command myself, let alone the Australian Army. Our soldiers deserved better. I contacted the then Chief of the Defence Force, Air Chief Marshal Angus Houston, and said I was not well. He was kind, insightful and decisive. He expressed his concern, offered encouragement and told me I was out of the running. It was the right decision.




      My descent towards collapse in the psychiatrist’s office gathered pace.




      The nightmares came nightly. Flashbacks leapt before my eyes; fear and anxiety crowded my mind. I found it hard to be in crowds. I stopped driving when one day a vehicle came towards us and I let go of the wheel to shield myself from an imaginary bomb blast. I found I had no patience for the concerns of ordinary life. The excitement about who would win MasterChef was difficult to fathom when my soldiers lay torn and disfigured in a hospital. The sadness of it all wore away my spirit.




      Jane had to deal with the brunt of my unhappiness and I tested her calm and sympathetic nature. She was my rock when the storms of emotion broke around me. She held me when the tears wouldn’t stop. But I knew I was in trouble. I swallowed my pride and walked into a military psychologist’s office to ask for help.




      And so here I am, in a psychiatric ward.




      I think of my mental scars in the same way I think of the entry and exit wounds I saw in the bodies of some of my soldiers. The entry wound is often very small; sometimes it goes unnoticed. But the projectile does its work inside the body, tearing and destroying. The insurgents’ weapon of choice in Afghanistan, the ubiquitous AK-47 assault rifle, is designed so the bullet flies true through the air but becomes unstable and tumbles once it hits a human body. Often, the deformed and somersaulting bullet or piece of shrapnel will exit the body with great force, tearing a large exit wound in the back of the victim’s body.




      I believe the same process applies to the mind: a traumatic memory pierces the consciousness and then tumbles through, causing an ugly, gaping wound. It’s sometimes hard to determine why certain experiences breach the mind’s natural defences, but their destructive wake is obvious.




      That’s what I have. Exit wounds in my mind. This is the story of how I received them, and the consequences.




      This is my story, but it is also the story of thousands of Australian veterans—from Iraq, East Timor, Afghanistan and other conflicts—who carry similar emotional scars. Men and women whom we send off to war, largely ignore while they are there and who are too easily forgotten once they are home.
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      The Dawn Before




      4 a.m., 24 February 1991




      I am crouched in the darkness beside my armoured vehicle, a modified personnel carrier, in a nameless patch of the Saudi Arabian desert near Iraq. I have been in this desert for two months and the searing summer has become a bitter winter. The border is only a few kilometres away and just north of that is an infantry division of the Iraqi Army we intend to destroy. The division is thought to number 6,000 men with tanks and artillery. In an hour and a half the American force to which I have been attached will surge forward to attack the Iraqis in the opening blow of the ground offensive of the 1991 Gulf War—Saddam’s Mother of All Battles. I am thirty-five years old and have been a soldier half my life. This is my first war.




      Around me, hundreds of armoured vehicles and their crews are constantly strobe-lit by the flashes of massive explosions to our front, a bizarre disco of men and machinery. One moment the hulking shapes are barely visible in the murk, the next they are etched into my vision by the flashes of detonation after detonation. During a lull in the artillery barrages, B-52s lay a carpet of bombs onto the Iraqis. In comparison to the artillery salvos, the aerial bombardment is god-like and merciless, falling thousands of feet from places unheard and unseen. To my left, about 20 metres away, is the prominent humpbacked command and control vehicle from which the US colonel commanding this part of the war will run the battle. With each flash there’s a silhouette of the vehicle’s bristling antennas, boxes of rations stacked on its roof, a rolled camouflage net bulging where it has been lashed down. In the intervening darkness, dull red light from its open rear door spills onto the sand behind. But this and all other colour is stripped away with each flare of light, leaving a hard-edged black-and-white image in my eyes. In this monochrome scene, other men have gathered, like us, to watch the show from behind their armoured personnel carriers. There is an occasional yell and I see a raised fist applauding the deadly work. The excitement is infectious.




      Accompanying the light show, violent shock waves are transmitted through the wet desert sand and up through my heavy boots. Even the armoured vehicle at my side rattles and rocks on its suspension with each tremor. But it is the noise—brutal, incessant and inhuman—that is overwhelming. It is the most physical sound I have ever heard. The thuds slam into me; the horizon ripples and convulses with explosions, and I find myself whooping along with my two fellow crewmen. ‘Will you look at that!’ I yell at them, but my voice is drowned by the crash of the bombs. In the flashes of light I can see my radio operator, Steve, yelling something back at me but I have no idea what he’s saying. We grin at each other and I punch his shoulder. Beyond him I see my driver, Pete, propped on one knee. He is staring ahead, mesmerised. They are good men, a couple of English lads just a few years out of school. Pete is chirpy and boyish and eager to please while Steve, a tad older, is a little more reserved and thoughtful. Both are keen, when given the chance, to take the piss out of me for being an Aussie convict and like to dredge up old and rare English cricket victories. We’ve become close, cocooned in our little wagon in preparation for this moment.




      I look to the conflagration ahead and feel the prickle of fear return, dampening the euphoria of the cheering. Soon I will face combat for the first time. The questions every soldier asks himself before his first battle nag at my consciousness: What will it really be like? Will I freeze with fear? Will I let my team down? I’ve trained for this moment since I was seventeen, and I’m confident I know what to do. Soldiers don’t ask, Will I die? Death, we figure, is always for others.




      The aerial bombardment suddenly stops with a final rending ripple of blasts and the darkness envelops us again. For a time there is silence before I speak. ‘Can you imagine what it must have been like to be under that?’




      Pete, his eyes wide and his voice almost reverent, responds: ‘Who could live through something like that?’ No-one answers. The truth is I am not really thinking about the people beneath all this. In a few hours I may have to kill Iraqis but I feel no hatred towards them. I despise Saddam Hussein, but for his soldiers there is simply no emotion. They are an obstacle to be neutralised by capture or death.




      I am an Australian Army officer serving with the British, having been seconded to a British tank regiment a couple of years ago. My job is liaison officer; I am accompanying the American advance to report back to my own commander and to help coordinate the movement of the British troops and tanks that will follow. I stand next to my armoured vehicle, resting a hand on its steel shell. Its cold metal plate is reassuring yet relatively thin compared to the thick armour of a heavy combat tank, my normal mode of transport.




      After days of constant activity with only a few hours’ sleep, I am overtaken by a sudden wave of tiredness and I yawn into the night before shrugging my shoulders to cast off the weariness. I need to be more alert. I take a few deep breaths of the cold, moist air but I still feel weary and my head aches.




      Then the artillery resumes—not since the great battles of World War II has such fury been unleashed. Throughout the night an extraordinary concentration of artillery and rockets pound the Iraqi defences ahead—50,000 rounds in the final two hours, each capable of destroying a block of flats. If this attack were to be unleashed on the centre of any city in Australia, barely a building would be left standing. Our formation, the 1st Brigade of the US 1st Infantry Division, is just one of many combat units now preparing to attack. We have been allocated thirteen artillery battalions and more if needed. Thirteen artillery battalions with eighteen guns each! In my entire career I’ve only ever witnessed the firepower of one battalion, and then it was spread over multiple targets. During my years of training I had marvelled at old black-and-white film of massed British guns firing during the desert battles of North Africa in World War II, but that was nothing compared to this.




      Now the guns are joined by a new instrument of destruction as boxy rocket launchers point to the horizon; there is a whooshing roar as one by one the rockets leap from the tubes, the howl of their departure continuing for several seconds as each arcs upwards propelling the warhead towards its target, carving golden trails through the darkness. Each rocket launcher is capable of blanketing an entire square kilometre with high explosive bomblets and I can see a dozen or more clustered to our rear. The firings shroud the launch sites in clouds of glowing white smoke that drift across the desert as an acrid fog. We’ll soon assault the Iraqi defences where these missiles are aimed and I can’t help but murmur encouragement to the gunners.




      During another break in the firing, Coalition Apache attack helicopters sweep overhead in the darkness. Unlit, they remain invisible until they begin launching their Hellfire missiles in coordinated volleys. I can see the yellow flare of the missiles leaving the rails, and hear the thump of explosions as they hit their targets. As they break off their attack and clatter away to the south, the deep thud of artillery resumes with a beat that hits with a slap on the chest.




      ‹ ›




      Standing beside my vehicle with Steve and Pete, I mentally review the assault plan. At around 0530 hours this force, along with another equally powerful brigade on our right flank, will advance to attack the Iraqi defensive line. In the lead will be Abrams tanks and Bradley armoured infantry fighting vehicles, accompanied by combat engineer vehicles fitted with bulldozer blades and other grappling devices. Under the cover of a last barrage of artillery fire, combat engineers will bulldoze holes through the border berm—a snaking, earthern defensive barrier a couple of metres high and many kilometres long. The assaulting troops will close up on the enemy positions, firing at their targets as they advance. The combat engineer vehicles will begin clearing paths through the Iraqi traps and obstacles: yawning ditches, serried ranks of barbed wire and deep, layered minefields containing both anti-personnel and anti-tank mines by the tens of thousands.




      With the lanes cleared of mines, more tanks and fighting vehicles will pour through, seizing a large front, some 16 kilometres wide. When the American field commanders decide the breach area is ready, I will radio my headquarters, waiting behind, to begin a second wave of attack. On that signal the British 1st Armoured Division will lunge forward, passing through the breach in the Iraqi defences opened by the Americans.




      That is the plan but there is much that could go wrong. It is possible the Iraqis will emerge from their underground bunkers and put up a real contest from their fighting trenches. Disciplined troops fighting from well-prepared defensive positions have an advantage over the assaulting force, which must pass through pre-planned killing zones. The artillery barrage now underway is designed to reduce that advantage by neutralising the defenders. But it is likely our force will suffer casualties from mines, both to vehicles and the dismounted troops, so mine clearers will lead the way. A major threat is the Iraqi artillery. Coalition aircraft have pounded dozens of Iraqi artillery positions in the days leading up to the assault, but there is no guarantee all of the artillery and mortar emplacements have been destroyed. They could be deadly if used against us while we are crowded into the breach lanes.




      The greatest fear is Iraq’s chemical munitions—mustard gas and nerve agents—which are thought to be part of its defensive array. The Iraqis proved their willingness to use chemical weapons on many occasions during the prolonged Iran–Iraq War in the 1980s and even against their own citizens in the infamous gassing of Kurdish civilians in the town of Halabja in 1988, killing 5,000 people. As a precaution we are all wearing thick protective carbon-impregnated cloth chemical suits, along with rubber overboots. We carry our gasmasks and gloves in a bulky satchel on our hips.




      Perhaps the most likely risk to an orderly assault is the ‘friction’ that accompanies all military operations: the accumulation of small setbacks, losses and plain mistakes that fray the best-laid military plans. Every sensible commander recognises that his plan will begin to unravel from the moment he launches his forces. In such a complex operation, in a congested and deadly area with thousands of vehicles moving through it, the likelihood of mistakes and mishaps is very high. The sheer difficulty of getting everything right is enormous despite multiple rehearsals. Everyone—especially the commanders—is tense as the assault draws near.




      Waiting in the dark, still watching the fireworks along the Iraqi front, my mind is focused on the potential problems of the coming hours, but I am surprised by my relative calm. I am a little nervous but overall I feel a sense of anticipation. A professional soldier, I did everything in my power to make sure I was selected to be here. My wife, Jane, to whom my thoughts dart at unexpected moments throughout the night, understood my desire, need even, to prove myself in war.




      I decide to conduct a final meeting with the commander of the brigade, Colonel Lon ‘Bert’ Maggart, and with a gesture to my crew I step across the dark sand towards his vehicle. The ramp of the command vehicle is down and several men dressed in their chemical suits stand around it listening to the radio traffic. In the light from the vehicle’s interior, I spot the commander standing with his executive officer, Lieutenant Colonel Dan Magee. Both men, but especially the colonel, have impressed me with their calm manner and competence.




      ‘Hi, sir,’ I say, identifying myself in the dark. ‘It’s Major John Cantwell. I wanted to check if there are any last-minute changes.’




      ‘Hey John,’ Colonel Maggart replies. ‘Nothing new to report. We’ll be doing it just like we practised.’ He sounds a little edgy.




      ‘Great, sir,’ I say. ‘The Brits will be moving into their positions about now. I’ve heard nothing that you need to worry about.’ Hundreds of British armoured and wheeled vehicles are massing in the darkness behind us in a vast holding area, waiting to stream north after the Americans attack.




      The colonel nods but makes no comment. He’s anxious to get started, repeatedly folding his arms then placing them on his hips. In contrast, Dan Magee, standing at his boss’s side, is a picture of stillness.




      Yesterday Lieutenant Colonel Magee and another officer briefed me on the plans for the assault. Among the many details, one element struck me. The plan is to overwhelm the Iraqi infantry in the trenches. It is simple but brutal—pairs of tanks equipped with bulldozer blades will plough down both sides of the enemy trenches, pushing masses of sand into the trenches while a Bradley fighting vehicle, following the tanks, fires between them at the Iraqis. The intent, cold and clear, is to bury them, alive or dead. When I heard this I was startled, struggling with the morality of burying men alive. Magee sensed my unease and said: ‘A bullet or a bulldozer blade, it doesn’t matter. We’re saving American lives, and that’s all that does matter.’ Despite his ethical arithmetic, I was still uneasy. But there was nothing I could have done to change those plans and so I stayed mute—I was about to go into battle with these men and I didn’t want them to think of me as ‘that soft-cock Australian liaison officer’.




      Now, waiting in the desert with less than an hour until the assault is triggered, I wish Colonel Maggart good luck and we shake hands. I had liked him on first meeting. I’d appreciated his cheerful nature and willingness to talk about what lay ahead. When I’d been talking with him yesterday a group of American soldiers had walked by, burdened with helmets, body armour and weapons. Colonel Maggart had called the company commander over to introduce me. The man was a huge Native American with a wonderful name: John Bushyhead, his surname a marker of his Cherokee heritage. When I asked how his men were feeling, Captain Bushyhead smiled. ‘They’re fine and ready to go, sir!’ he said, more for Colonel Maggart’s benefit than mine. I asked if there were any nerves about facing combat for the first time. ‘A few nerves, sir,’ said Bushyhead more sedately, ‘but I’ve got some great NCOs and they’ll look after the men.’




      Colonel Maggart spoke quietly: ‘We’ll all be combat veterans soon, Captain.’ For a moment the three of us pondered this, then Maggart put out his hand to shake Bushyhead’s enormous paw. The captain replied with an equally level ‘Yessir’ then departed to follow his men. Part of me wished I was him, about to lead men in combat.




      Afterwards, we walked back to my vehicle where I promised the colonel a meal prepared with British rations, a change from the weeks of the much-disdained Meals Ready to Eat, or MREs: plastic bags of pulpy pasta or stew. Unlike the US food, the British ration packs were made up of canned meat and vegetables, much prized by Americans longing for something that at least looked a little like ‘joined-up food’. As Colonel Maggart and I arrived at the rear of our vehicle, Steve and Pete handed us plastic plates of steaming food through the open rear door, right on schedule.




      While we ate, Maggart outlined what he needed from me as liaison officer. ‘Stay close, John,’ he said. ‘If things start to go wrong I’ll need to get hold of you in person right away. And once the Brits pass through the breach area, I need to know instantly if there are problems. I’ll be responsible for making the passage of lines go smoothly, but we’ll need to work together to iron out any screw-ups,’ he added, looking me in the eye.




      ‘That’s all the guidance I need, Colonel,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep my vehicle with your command group during the moves and dismount to get over to the command vehicle when we stop.’




      ‘Fine,’ he replied, ‘now let me say a proper howdy to your crew here.’ I introduced Steve and Pete, who were respectful but not overawed. A discussion of the quality of rations ensued, followed by some talk about the upcoming assault. Pete wanted to know if the colonel expected the Iraqis to fight hard, and his reply was that he hoped our firepower would ‘discourage’ them.




      Then Colonel Maggart’s eye was drawn to the many photographs taped inside the vehicle. As well as the usual collection of busty girls torn from magazines, there were several photographs of a young, heavily pregnant woman. She was Steve’s wife, a young German woman whom he’d met and married while based in Germany. She was due in a month or so and Steve wrote constantly to her, often placing a dozen letters at a time into the mail bag. Colonel Maggart congratulated Steve on the impending birth of their first child, adding with genuine seriousness, ‘You better be extra careful tomorrow and in the days afterwards, young man. We need to make sure you get home safely.’




      Steve had replied with a quiet, ‘Yes, sir,’ all signs of the banter of minutes before gone as his eyes drifted to the photos of his wife.




      Yesterday’s conversation now seems a long way away. With the artillery bombardment reaching a crescendo, I tell my crewmen to mount up. Steve climbs in and closes the door at the rear of the vehicle while Pete and I walk to the side to climb up on top and lower ourselves into our two hatches. As a tank officer, I am used to being surrounded by 60 tonnes of armour and seeing a massive cannon protruding from my tank’s turret. Here I just have a light machine gun mounted next to me. If it comes to shooting, I’ll have to stand up and use this puny machine gun, fully exposed to whoever is shooting at us.




      Reaching down, I pull up my helmet, which is fitted with headphones and a boom microphone, drawing it onto my head and settling it in place. The familiar smell of stale sweat from the well-used helmet lining drifts to my nostrils. I test the communications, confirm the boys can hear me, then poke my head out to look around.




      Overhead, the rush of artillery shells continues. The light from the explosions reveals an array of tanks and armoured fighting vehicles poised for attack. The sheer scale of it is staggering. Hundreds of dark angular shapes squat on the desert floor. I look enviously at the menacing bulk of the M1 tanks. The Bradley fighting vehicles are box-shaped wedges with high turrets perched on top, some with infantrymen’s packs strapped along the sides. Closer to me are the vehicles of Colonel Maggart’s command element, older M113 armoured personnel carriers similar in shape to my own British-made vehicle. Of these, the two large command and control vehicles, motherships of a sort, are prominent. It is from these vehicles that Colonel Maggart’s staff will help him run the coming battle, and that I must gain the tactical data needed to keep my British headquarters informed of progress. There is a sense of building anticipation. I hear several nearby vehicles start their engines and I tell Pete to do likewise. Our vehicle has been reliable so far, but the constant power draw from our radios drains the batteries and it would be galling now to have to beg a jump-start. The diesel engine cranks briefly then bursts into life, throwing a plume of smoke from its exhaust into the air, and I breathe a sigh of relief.




      Steve has tuned in the radios and I hear various crackles through my headphones. There is nothing I need respond to. All the talking and planning are done.




      I have my watch strapped outside the sleeve of my chemical suit so I can tell the time even when fully kitted, and I squint at it now: 0520—almost time.




      Some artillery fire begins to shift to targets further to the north as H-Hour, the hour that the ground offensive is to begin, draws near. The remainder continues to cover the advance, now only minutes away. I feel the excitement growing inside me. I press the intercom switch. ‘Okay, guys,’ I say, trying to sound calm. ‘The artillery is starting to lift. We won’t move out until the colonel does, so we’ll sit tight here, but be ready. You okay back there, Steve?’




      It must be frustrating for him, stuck in the back with no view outside. Usually a liaison officer like me would be in the back, monitoring the radios. But I am an armour officer, a proud one, fresh from commanding a squadron of fourteen tanks with the British Army based in Germany. I made it clear on the first day I joined the crew that I would be commanding the vehicle. Steve had shown some disappointment but we’d reached a compromise: when the situation allowed I would let him squeeze up into the commander’s hatch with me. Right now, though, I want everyone to stay in their allotted place and Steve shows no sign of wanting it any other way. ‘I’m fine, boss,’ he says.




      It is 0530. H-Hour.




      Without any discernible signal, there is sudden movement to our front and flanks. Dawn is an hour away but there’s a hint of light in the sky. I can see M1 tanks, Bradleys and engineer vehicles rolling forward towards the Iraqi positions. I sense, rather than see, many more beyond them in the gloom. There is no headlong rush, more an irresistible surge, purposeful and deadly. Just look at that! I think. I’m in the middle of a mechanised brigade going into combat! Aloud, I tell Steve what’s happening. ‘They’re off, Steve. I can see the lead companies getting underway.’ No reply, but I know he’s listening intently.




      I am ready. In my most recent letter to Jane, posted yesterday, I wrote that the strongest emotion I felt was release, from both uncertainty and waiting. ‘I still feel anxious about going into battle, not because I am worried about my own safety but because it will bring so many young deaths, on both sides …’ I signed off, ‘I love you, with all my heart, and for always. My love to you and to our boys David and Daniel, your loving husband and father, John.’ They’d been in my thoughts throughout the day, but at this moment my mind is clear. All fear and tiredness have vanished. Ahead, the last salvos of the artillery bombardment are gouging the Iraqi defences. Well ahead, I see the flash of a tank firing and feel relief that after the months of build-up we are finally moving. ‘The waiting is over, boys,’ I say across the intercom.




      I am at war.
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      The Road to War




      My presence here is part of a long tradition, dating back to before the Boer War. I am an Australian at war because Britain or the US has decided upon war—that and the madness of Saddam Hussein.




      This conflict has its roots in the Iran–Iraq War, which began in September 1980 when Saddam unleashed a massive ground assault against Iran, fearful that the Iranian Revolution could spark an uprising of the majority Iraqi Shi’a against the Sunni ruling class. Saddam also had aspirations to be the leader of a Middle Eastern superpower and Iran was to be his first trophy.




      It was a particularly ugly war. The Iraqis had the superior weaponry but Iran harnessed the religious fanaticism of the revolution. The conflict settled into a protracted, deadly stalemate of trench warfare not seen since the horrors in the mud of the Somme some sixty-four years before. The scale of slaughter was sickening. Wave after wave of soldiers would be launched across no-man’s-land to be butchered by modern machine guns. It was death on an industrial scale. The use of mustard gas by the Iraqis added a further Great War grimness to the fighting. Iranian boys as young as ten, chanting in religious fervour, were martyred in their thousands as they were deployed in a simple but barbaric method of clearing landmines—they’d run in lines across the minefields, blowing themselves to bits, to clear the way for soldiers to follow.




      Henry Kissinger, when asked what he thought of the war, coldly said: ‘It’s a pity they both can’t lose.’ Kissinger got his wish.




      The conflict lasted eight years, ending in August 1988 when the United Nations was finally able to broker a ceasefire. By the time the Iranians had withdrawn to the original border, half a million soldiers and civilians were dead, and hundreds of thousands wounded. It had been total war, and while the Iranians had mercilessly taxed their impoverished people to pay for it, Saddam had gone on a credit spree. He’d borrowed tens of billions from Saudi Arabia, Kuwait and the United Arab Emirates and, illicitly, from western nations including the United States. With the war over, the creditors wanted their money back. Saddam fumed.




      On the other side of the world I was largely ignorant of these events that would come to define my life. I would catch a glimpse of the story on the news or in the papers and briefly imagine a bunch of Arabs fighting each other. I had no idea the Iranians were Persian—I’d never been overseas, not even to Bali. When the war began in 1980 I was a 24-year-old sergeant with the intelligence corps, based in Brisbane—among others tasks, as an interrogation specialist I harangued soldiers for a living to inoculate them against future capture by the enemy, whoever that was.




      I came from a close-knit Catholic family, the eldest of eight kids. My parents were wonderful, hardworking people, devoted to our family. For a while they owned a peanut farm at Kingaroy in Queensland. Despite their efforts to make a go of it, the farm failed and we moved to Toowoomba when I was in my teens. I had to leave boarding school and attend the local Christian Brothers College.




      The war in Vietnam had played out as background noise in my youth, like the cricket on the television in summer, and I suppose as a teenager I was influenced by it. I was in the army cadets at school and many of the soldiers who came to our camps were recently returned from Vietnam. We looked upon them as gods. I ploughed through Commando comics, imagining myself as the valiant hero. I envisioned a soldier’s life as noble, adventurous.




      In February 1974, I joined the army as a private for six years. I was seventeen years old. School hadn’t interested me—I was distracted and lazy—but in the army I had a purpose and I loved it. For the first time I experienced the joy of winning, and I loved that too. I came first in my recruit training course and was quickly promoted through the non-commissioned ranks to sergeant.




      It was on one of my early postings, at Kapooka outside Wagga, that I met Jane, who was working as a corporal at the recruit training battalion. She was from Deniliquin, a country kid like me. Our relationship didn’t immediately flourish—the first few work-related phone calls were combative and we disagreed about priorities. Things changed when I met her in person. We saw each other a few times in the staff boozer on the base and our love was sealed one night over our first and only game of darts when Jane missed the board and the dart landed in my foot. Who could resist? I soon realised that here was someone special. We were engaged a few months later and married within a year, in April 1977. It was the best decision of my life. Our first son, David, was born in October 1980.




      Around this time, as the Iraqis were preparing to attack Iran, I made a decision that would lead me to the Middle East. I was becoming frustrated with my work. I loved army life but at the age of twenty-four I had already been a sergeant for three years and I felt there was more I could do to influence events. Jane and I talked it over. I applied for officer training and was accepted.




      Jane took our baby and went to live with her mother while I went to the Officer Cadet School at Portsea, Victoria in 1981. Determined to vindicate Jane’s confidence in me, I threw myself into training and a year later graduated first in my class, which allowed me to pick which unit I would serve in. I made my decision one day when we were on a training exercise at Puckapunyal, Victoria. We were out in the bush, lumping around heavy packs in the heat and the dust, playing war games. In the scrub I could hear a deep rumble. Suddenly a Leopard tank burst into the open at a tremendous speed with a rooster tail of dust billowing out from behind it. It belted past us. The crew commander peered out the top wearing a black beret and headset and looking cool and in control. I was mesmerised by the sheer power of the machine and thought, Holy shit, I want a piece of that! I became a tank commander.




      Our second son, Daniel, arrived in 1985. Life was good. A few years later I was offered the job of my dreams—seconded to the British Army commanding a tank squadron in West Germany, facing off against the Soviet forces across the border. After years of peace, this was what I yearned for, to go to a place where there was a real threat. Jane and I, along with the boys, left for Europe at the end of 1988, just after the peace deal had been signed between Iran and Iraq.




      But that peace was short-lived. Saddam interpreted the debts he owed with typical arrogance: he took the view that Iraq alone had shouldered the bloody burden of resisting rising Shi’a power in the Gulf. He pressured his regional creditors to waive the debt. They refused. Saddam ramped up the rhetoric against Kuwait in particular, accusing it of overproducing oil and driving down prices at a time when Iraq desperately needed income. He also accused the Kuwaitis of stealing Iraqi oil by slant-drilling into the Rumaila oilfield in southern Iraq. Saddam coveted Kuwait’s oilfields, infrastructure and seaports on the Persian Gulf. He threatened to invade while the international community dithered.




      On the stroke of midnight on 2 August 1990, his threat became reality. Four elite Republican Guard divisions comprising up to 100,000 troops backed by hundreds of tanks seized Kuwait City from the north and west. Commandos in helicopter-borne and amphibious assaults spearheaded the invasion. The Kuwaiti defence force, despite the months of increasing tension, was caught ill prepared and was unable to mount meaningful resistance. The air force launched a few sorties but suffered heavy losses. The main thrust by Iraqi forces into Kuwait City culminated with an attack on the royal residence of the Emir of Kuwait. The Emir’s youngest brother was killed but most of the royal family and the country’s ruling class fled to Saudi Arabia.




      After two days of disorganised resistance by the Kuwaitis, it was all over—Saddam Hussein rejoiced and appointed one of his cousins governor of the new Iraqi province of Kuwait. The invasion was a flagrant breach of the United Nations Charter. Both Iraq and Kuwait were UN members and such naked aggression between member states was unprecedented.




      Following the invasion the international reaction was as swift as it was late. The United Nations Security Council passed UN Resolution 660 condemning the invasion and demanding the immediate and unconditional withdrawal of Iraqi troops. This was followed in rapid succession by a resolution on 6 August which placed economic sanctions on Iraq, and a brace of further resolutions that variously disallowed arms sales and funding transfers to Iraq, decried the illegal annexation of Kuwait, demanded the unimpeded departure of nationals from third countries from within Iraq and Kuwait, and authorised a naval blockade to enforce economic sanctions against Iraq.




      The fear was that the Iraqis would press on to seize the vast oilfields of Saudi Arabia. The US immediately deployed small ground units, backed by two aircraft carriers, followed by a massive build-up of combat forces. George H. W. Bush denounced the attack as ‘a naked act of aggression’ and justified the US military build-up in Saudi Arabia, named Operation Desert Shield, by stating that ‘The sovereign independence of Saudi Arabia is of vital interest to the United States.’ The British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher, branded the invasion as ‘absolutely unacceptable’, backing her words with an initial deployment of an armoured brigade of several thousand soldiers and combat aircraft. This force would grow to become the second largest in the Coalition. Australia’s Prime Minister, Bob Hawke, decided it was in ‘our national interest’ too, and committed three navy ships and, later, small groups of specialists, all without consulting Cabinet. The invasion sparked a sense of crisis, demanding action. Critically, several Arab nations also joined Egypt and Syria in contributing 55,000 combat troops. By late 1990, the coalition confronting Saddam had grown to thirty-four nations. Half a million troops faced an Iraqi army of equal size. The war, when it came, promised to be the largest confrontation since World War II.




      Saddam issued a string of proposals to stall an attack, but no-one believed him and the extraordinary flow of men and machinery into Saudi Arabia continued unabated.




      My indifference of years before was now replaced by obsession. I followed every twist and turn with boyish enthusiasm. In November 1990, I listened intently to Margaret Thatcher telling the Brits her government had decided to increase troop numbers. Earlier that year, the British 7th Armoured Brigade had been sent to Saudi Arabia, but now that force would be quadrupled with the addition of an armoured division totalling 25,500 men and women. It was a huge commitment and there was palpable excitement over who would be going and who would miss out. I was coming to the end of my two-year exchange commanding a British tank squadron in West Germany. My regiment, the 4th/7th Royal Dragoon Guards, was an old and well-respected one, but I was devastated to learn that they were to be overlooked; the old 1970s Chieftain tanks of the regiment were passed over in favour of units equipped with newer Challenger tanks. The disappointment around the barracks hung like a dense black cloud.




      But I was determined to get a run. I lobbied my commanding officer repeatedly to find me a spot. He promised to do his best but I didn’t want to leave anything to chance. I decided to exploit my friendship with my commanding officer’s boss, the brigade commander, Brigadier Mike Walker. Walker would later rise to head the entire British Armed Forces. I wrote him a pleading letter. Later I marched into his office. The genial brigadier saw my anxiety and promised to do his best. He ended our meeting with a prophetic, ‘Be careful what you wish for, John.’




      I had long discussions with Jane about why I wanted to charge off to war. We’d been married for nearly fourteen years and had shared the joy of two sons. While I had everything a man could hope for, Jane understood this was something I had to do, otherwise I would always regret being denied the chance to prove myself in battle. But she also expressed her dread: ‘What would I ever do without you?’




      My reasons for going were entirely selfish and I had no adequate response. Instead, I offered her an out. If she said ‘No’, I wouldn’t go, and that would be the end of it. The conflicting emotions were etched on her face but she gave me her blessing. ‘I will worry endlessly about you, but I know you will always regret not going. If the commanding officer or brigadier asks how I feel, tell them you have my full support.’




      I embraced her tightly. I loved her for it.




      After an anxious wait, on 26 November 1990 I was summoned by my commanding officer to be told, ‘Brigadier Mike has come through. A job has been found for you out in the desert. Now, John, would you please not jump the chain of command like that again …’ began his mild rebuke. I was hardly listening. I had not been directed to some hack job, buried in the rear. I had been selected to work directly for the respected General Officer Commanding 1st Armoured Division, Major General Rupert Smith, as his operations liaison officer. I would be assigned to the forward combat units to keep him informed.




      Fizzing with excitement, I raced home to our modest married quarters adjacent to the barracks to share the news with Jane. ‘I’m off to war!’ I said triumphantly. Outwardly, she shared my joy, somehow masking her anxiety for my sake. I also told our two boys that I was going off to the war that they’d seen on the television. David, ten, understood but Daniel, just five, quickly moved on to much more fascinating stories about his adventures that day.




      As I counted down the days until my deployment, I worked on my weapons proficiency and fitness, tearing along the tractor paths and lanes through the German fields, telling myself I was training for war. War! The idea filled me with excitement. Reality was yet to raise its ugly head.




      On 28 November I received confirmation of my appointment and was ordered to attend briefings on 3 December at 1st Division headquarters, two hours’ drive to the north. In the meantime I refreshed my basic first-aid skills and tried to learn a few words of Arabic. I was issued a new kit, which included three sets of NBC (nuclear, biological and chemical) suits. Dispensing with the useless British Army sleeping bag, I bought a lightweight down-filled bag and a compact Magna-light torch with a red filter—a torch that would later save my life.




      ‹ ›




      I arrived at the divisional area on a miserable European winter’s day. A steady, cold drizzle fell from a slate-grey sky, soaking the huge red-brick buildings and the bare trees. A solitary Land Rover trailer, painted light desert tan, was parked in the centre of the main parade ground, a pathetic, slightly comical sight. The vast impending deployment was hidden from view. I introduced myself to several officers and met up with others I knew. All talk was of the Gulf and our part in this grand adventure.




      The big briefing session the next day was an eye-opener. The intelligence staff began with a hair-raising description of Iraq’s equipment, most of it sourced from the Soviet regime but strengthened with modern western combat systems provided by French, British, American and other European arms dealers. The Iraqis defending Kuwait and the nearby Iraqi territory were thought to total some 400,000 to 500,000 troops. Half a million men! This was followed by a sketchy operations briefing; we really had no clear idea of our role. All we knew was that we would have to evict the Iraqi Army from Kuwait. British soldiers were already out in the baking desert sun. Pictures of sunburnt ‘squaddies’ had been splashed across the newspapers for months. Soon, it would be our turn.




      The commanding general, Rupert Smith, then stood, a lanky figure with a generous head of brown hair above clear eyes. He looked fit, fresh and energetic, yet exuded that calm self-deprecatory air that I’d come to recognise in many senior British military leaders. He spoke of the need for accuracy and confidence. I would be working for him directly so I was keen to get a read on him, and I introduced myself straight after the briefings. The introduction went well.




      The program of flights to move the thousands of soldiers out to the Gulf was announced. My group would depart in a little over two weeks’ time.




      ‹ ›




      The day of my departure, 17 December, dawned cold and grey. I said farewell to Jane, David and Daniel at the German hotel where we had been staying in anticipation of their journey home to Australia. Both Jane and David cried. Daniel tried to look serious. I was racked with guilt over leaving Jane with the two boys and the job of packing up and moving back to Australia while I flew out to the Gulf on my big adventure. Even more, I felt selfish—so eager to dash off to a war that might well kill me and leave Jane a widow, my boys fatherless and my parents bereaved. I was tormented, but the whole inexorable process was now sweeping us all along. I held Jane and told her, and myself, it would be all right.




      I was composed until I climbed into a waiting car with a British army driver, who then had the pleasure of watching an Australian officer wiping away tears for the first kilometre of the journey. The enormity of what I was doing hit me—the campaign was expected to be a bloodbath on both sides, and I had chosen to put my family through an uncertain future. I drove first to my own unit to collect my pistol and other equipment, then onwards to meet up with my deploying group.




      Unbeknownst to me as I was marshalling my emotions, the wife of one of the sergeants in my squadron, a lovely lady called Angie, had arrived at the hotel and scooped up a distressed Jane and the boys, taking them to her home for dinner—a simple act of kindness. Ironically, Jane had been sternly lectured before this by the commanding officer’s wife on the pitfalls of becoming too friendly with the soldiers’ wives. This concept did not sit well with Jane, an unpretentious country girl, and she made friends with many of the wives of the more junior soldiers.




      While Angie consoled Jane, I joined hundreds of other soldiers in a massive, ice-cold hangar at Hanover airport as we waited to board a commercial flight to take us to the Gulf. We saw the British Secretary of State, Tom King, step from his car at the entrance to the hangar. He circulated the space, speaking to the soldiers and posing for photographs. Noticing my Australian camouflage uniform in the crowd, he beckoned me over for a friendly conversation, which drew the attention of a television crew and reporters from The Times and The Telegraph. Fame at last.




      There were echoes of past departures on military adventures: groups of soldiers eager to be off, slightly uncomfortable politicians sending them on their way, cameramen capturing the moment, and above all a palpable feeling of excitement that grew as the departure drew nearer. Finally we were called forward to form a ragged queue at the foot of each of the two stairways up to the aircraft. The wind howled past us, and we were grateful to get on board. Civilian cabin crew directed us to our seats, which had been reconfigured for maximum density. The huge jet whined to life and our journey began. There were no cheers when we left the ground.




      ‹ ›




      We arrived at Dhahran in Saudi Arabia at 1.20 a.m. local time. Warm, dry air washed over us as we disembarked to board buses for Al Jubail, a housing camp attached to a petrochemical plant on the eastern coast of Saudi Arabia, on the Persian Gulf. Exotic smells mingled with the pungent stink of petrochemicals drifting from the industrial area. After another round of briefings and standing in queues to complete our processing, we were shown to the grim concrete barracks where I would share a room with several other officers. I seized the bottom bunk, a great prize. I dragged off my boots and clammy uniform and hung my loaded pistol from the end of my steel-framed bunk. It was my first day in a theatre of war, 19 December 1990. I collapsed into a dreamless sleep.
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      Into the Breach




      As soon as I see the hand jutting out of the earth I know it will haunt me—a permanent reminder of this dreadful, awful day. I see the wounded, with blood seeping from bandages where shrapnel or bullets have torn through flesh and bone. I know our bombs have turned men into pink mist. I hear reports that some of our own are dead and I know the lives of their families will be forever damaged. But that one image, of a hand reaching out from where a man has been ploughed into the sand, stays with me like a splinter under the skin of my soul.




      ‹ ›




      It is 0538 on 24 February 1991: my first day on a real battlefield. The lead elements of the American 1st Brigade have crossed into Iraq. I hear reports of good progress, light resistance, no mines so far. Then, suddenly the airwaves come alive: ‘Contact! Enemy defensive complex! Enemy in trenches!’ The lead troops are hitting the first of the Iraqi lines of defence. More reports stream in and I hear orders for an attack crackling across the network.




      While sections of the Iraqi defence are fighting fiercely, we hear that in other places dozens of enemy soldiers are abandoning their posts and walking forward, with hands raised. ‘There’s a bunch of them surrendering, white flags and all. They’re coming down the slope. There must be a hundred or more!’ comes one message.




      Cocooned in our vehicle, the boys and I are excited by our early success. We cheer them on. ‘I wish we were closer so I could see the prisoners,’ Pete says. I too am eager to get amongst it, but for the moment we have to wait.




      I hear Colonel Maggart on the radio: surrendering enemy must be moved out of the way so he can get on with the advance. There are now around 200 Iraqis, maybe more, coming up onto the rise occupied by the American troops. Some are holding fluttering white scraps of cloth. Infantrymen spill out of their Bradley fighting vehicles to take charge of them. ‘Try to get some trucks up here,’ I hear the commander telling his staff. But every logistics vehicle I’ve seen is fully loaded with fuel, ammunition and other stores. ‘Bring up the lowboy transporters,’ Maggart orders, meaning the large low trailers used to transport the mine plough tanks, now empty of their loads. ‘We’ll use them to move the prisoners to the rear.’




      There’s a lull—maybe half an hour or more, it’s hard to gauge—and then the first Iraqi prisoners appear near where we wait, some on trucks, others on foot and herded into groups, shuffling in our direction. Through my binoculars I see that most are dressed in thin, olive-drab coats over tan uniforms. They are bearded, unkempt and sorry-looking. American soldiers appear to take charge of them, the first prisoners of war I have ever seen. ‘Shit,’ says Pete with some surprise in his voice, ‘they look pathetic.’




      Steve clambers up out of the hatch to get a look. ‘Hey, one of ’em’s been shot or something!’ he says, peering through the binoculars. An Iraqi has dressings on his head and neck, and is assisted in his shambling progress by a fellow prisoner.




      ‘Fuck!’ exclaims Pete. This is not a bunch of guys pretending to be the enemy on yet another war game in the Australian scrub. These are real prisoners, real people.




      The thumping of artillery resumes, directed at the Iraqis still holding out. I tell Steve to flick me onto the British radio net so I can send a situation report, a SITREP. He takes another peek at the battlefield, then ducks back inside. The British are kilometres behind but the signal is clear and I report the good initial progress, the extent of resistance and an estimate of prisoners taken. ‘The Americans are preparing to begin the assault through the minefield belt in front of the main Iraqi defensive line,’ I say and sign off, telling them I’ll report again when the attack begins. Inwardly, I am pleased, feeling smug to be reporting from the battle zone to a man many kilometres away from the shooting. Don’t get too cocky, hero, I remind myself. This is just the start.




      An American soldier, standing in the turret of his vehicle next to ours, raises his arm and signals the advance. ‘We’re moving, Pete,’ I say to the driver as I drop back into my hatch. The dozen or so vehicles in our command group fall into two columns and with a slight jerk, our vehicle starts to move too. A stinking cloud of engine exhaust washes over me. We’re advancing to combat. Another ripple of excitement surges through me. The desert stretches out ahead of us, tattooed by the tracks of tanks and Bradleys.




      Small details catch my attention. The yellowy sand is still damp from the heavy rain of two days ago and is dotted with gravel and small dark stones. Low clumps of thorny grass, stunted but green, jut through in places. Rain passes in a series of grey veils, yet a fine fog of sand is whipped up by the wind. Rubbish thrown out of one of the other vehicles is scattered by the wind.




      Ahead I see the berm looming, marking the border. The Iraqi defences lie just beyond it. I can hear the occasional explosion over the grinding noise of the engine. We are ordered to stop short of the berm. The vehicles in our small convoy steer into a defensive position, an imaginary clock face on the desert floor. The largest vehicles in our group, the humpbacked command and control vehicles, whiskered with half a dozen antennas, take the twelve o’clock position. I slot our wagon in beside them and tell Pete to kill the engine. I trot across to the command and control vehicles as their rear ramps lever downwards to the sand, revealing signalmen already chattering on the radios inside—like roadside traders, open for the business of war.




      Standing at the side of the ramp, I listen to the radio reports. The smokers, unable to light up, satisfy their cravings by chewing tobacco, and every few minutes soldiers emerge to hoick their nicotine slime onto the ramp. I glean information for my next SITREP but am interrupted by a radio exchange between Colonel Maggart—who is in a vehicle further forward—and his boss, the commander of the 1st Infantry Division, Major General Tom Rhame. I had briefly met the general when he called on my British commander to discuss the assault. It had been just a quick handshake but his energy had been obvious—he has a reputation as a ‘hard charger’. And now he wants to know if Maggart can attack the main Iraqi defences straight away, rather than wait for a fully fledged artillery preparation. Across the front, the attack is going better than expected and plans are being redrawn to maintain momentum.




      A decision is reached. The attack on the main minefield belts and defensive line will be launched in a few hours, well ahead of schedule, coordinated with 2nd Brigade on our right. The artillery bombardment, originally intended to last three hours, will be shortened to an all-out mass barrage of just thirty minutes.




      I am still standing there scribbling in my notebook when a terrifying message flashes across every radio: the Iraqis in Kuwait are wearing full chemical warfare dress. I feel a gut-wrenching jolt of fear. Chemical warfare! I reach for the satchel on my left hip containing my gasmask and gloves and see a couple of others do the same. But some of the soldiers seem not to have understood. An officer rapidly explains: ‘If the Iraqis are suiting up, that can only mean they plan to use chemical weapons. If they plan to release nerve agent or some other stuff in Kuwait we could be in for the same treatment here.’




      The colour drains from the face of the young radio operator closest to the rear door. ‘Make sure the boss knows,’ says another officer. Someone makes the call, and I hear Maggart’s curt ‘Roger, got that.’ He tells his staff to wait for confirmation before putting the brigade into the full chemical regalia—gasmasks and rubber gloves in addition to our suits and boots. This could drastically complicate our advance. I leave my hand on the top of my gasmask. The risk of being caught in a nerve agent attack is my deepest fear. Messages bounce back and forth, discussing the likelihood of a chemical attack and the need to don our chemical gear.




      I jog back to our vehicle to brief the boys. They’ve already heard the news and hit me with a barrage of questions. I tell them we won’t go to the highest level until we get confirmation, but I remind them to make sure their masks and gloves are close at all times. Although there is some doubt about the report from Kuwait, it is still worrying—we have far superior conventional weaponry but this is one way the Iraqis could even the odds. Death by nerve agent is horrible. It attacks the victim in seconds, hyper-accelerating the nervous system and overwhelming the body’s organs. Mustard gas causes hideous burns and skin lesions, which continue to develop hours after exposure.




      I leave my fretting crew and return to the command vehicle as another message arrives: the report from Kuwait, it seems, is inaccurate and the warning is discounted. ‘Thank God,’ I say to myself as relief washes over all of us.




      God! I find myself praying that someone is looking out for me; as the old cliché goes, even atheists turn to heaven in times of battle. A few weeks ago I attended a simple religious service in a tent with a dozen others, despite my scant church attendance over many years. The padre’s sermon was interrupted several times by the thumping of aircraft dropping bombs in the distance. My parents are devout Catholics and I went along partly for them—it’s what they’d hope I would do—but I also found it comforting, like an old coat.




      The officers return their attention to the upcoming assault.




      Ahead, black smoke hugs the horizon, a dramatic backdrop as more prisoners come tramping past us. Most have surrendered without much of a fight, although Iraqi defenders still occupy a low ridge not far from the advancing troops. The inconsistent resistance is creating some confusion but there is no real brake on our progress. Then a disturbing report buzzes over the network: an Iraqi soldier has walked towards his captors to surrender, then detonated explosives hidden under his coat. No Americans have been hurt but several Iraqis standing near him have been. What motivates someone to do that? What effect will this have on the US soldiers when they are confronted by other surrendering Iraqis? I sure as hell will be leery of every prisoner who comes my way. Might this useless suicidal act cost other Iraqis their lives?




      An hour or more passes. Ahead of us the American troops have been in continuous contact with the enemy even as they prepare for the major assault. I have spoken to my headquarters again, confirming our new H-Hour, the time for our assault on the Iraqi defences: it’s to take place at 1500 hours, now less than an hour away. Despite the regular radio messages from the leading troops, I feel out of touch—I need to get forward to see for myself, so I can report clearly to my British headquarters. I fidget briefly then make a decision: I’m going. I tell an officer near the tobacco-slicked ramp that I’m heading forward to meet up with Colonel Maggart. I stride to my vehicle, jump through the rear door and brief the guys. I have map coordinates for the colonel’s general location jotted in my notebook and carefully enter the data in the state-of-the-art Magellan satellite navigation device—the size of a couple of house bricks—that I’ve been issued. Pete guns the motor; I give him general directions and we head north, towards the border.




      The tank tracks form narrowing arrowhead scars in the sand where they have converged to breach the berm. I guide Pete to a gap. Bumping over the gouged earth, I glance at my watch and jerk out my notebook to scribble down the time. It is 1409. We have crossed into Iraq.




      It’s good to be moving. Other vehicles are heading in the same direction to support the upcoming assault—an artillery unit, lumbering fuel trucks, vehicles laden with ammunition. As we drive northwards, chasing the forward battalions, I hear Colonel Maggart issuing orders over the radio. Off to one side, a rocket artillery unit is already firing. US artillery is punishing the brave who refuse to surrender, but others have given up hope and more Iraqi prisoners stream in. This is just a preliminary softening up; the main bombardment is not far away now. I watch the readout on the Magellan, directing Pete with short commands to where I think Colonel Maggart is.




      As we get nearer, we start to run into the rear of the assaulting groups; tanks and Bradley fighting vehicles are everywhere. There are several groups of American vehicles near the crest of a larger rise and I head for the centre. As we roll up behind one promising group, the sky suddenly falls on the next ridge—it’s like nothing I have ever witnessed before. The preparatory artillery bombardment for the main attack has begun, and we have a front-row seat.




      Seeing these stupendous barrages from afar is one thing, but here they penetrate your very being. Like the fury of a raging bushfire up close, it is simultaneously horrible and awesome. The immense power of the assault holds me transfixed. Even with the headset on I hear the rattle of the shells racing overhead, plummeting towards their targets. I duck instinctively, dropping into my hatch so that only my helmet protrudes. The ridgeline ahead erupts in fire. Explosions appear to rend other explosions. Sprays of shrapnel scour the sand in all directions. I assume Iraqi defenders are under this scything storm but I see nothing but bursting shells and smoke. Rockets join the melee, adding to the winking of thousands of exploding bomblets. The entire ridge—everywhere in front of us—is exploding with fire.




      It is a glimpse into Hell.




      The relentless brutality continues for half an hour. Bomb after bomb after bomb. Steve clambers up for a look. ‘Holy fuck,’ he says, delivered without inflection or colour.




      It is 1500 hours. As the final gale of high explosives sweeps across the Iraqis, the relative calm where we wait is torn apart by the firing of dozens of American tanks, arranged imperfectly along the ridge. They employ volley fire, designed to deliver a knockout blow. Phosphorous tracer elements in the tail of each projectile burn red hot, revealing the flat trajectories of each round, before being consumed in the wall of smoke that now envelops the enemy-held ridge. I hear the lead elements reporting on the radio, ‘Ploughs are down!’ The mine-clearing tanks have lowered their huge, metal-toothed bulldozer blades and are pushing forward into the minefields, shoving aside half a metre or more of sand and its deadly burden of anti-personnel and anti-tank mines.




      Still standing in the hatch of my armoured vehicle, I hear more tanks firing. The rattle of machine guns starts. I recognise the slightly uneven beat of a .50 calibre machine gun, like a jackhammer: it’s the secondary weapon on the tanks and other armoured vehicles. There are long bursts of fire. Next comes the thump of Bradley cannon fire. The major assault to smash a hole in the Iraqi defensive belt is underway.




      I spot a Bradley still high up on the ridge, with another two or three in close company. A man stands tall in the turret, binoculars trained ahead. I figure it’s Colonel Maggart. I need to get details to report back to the Brits, but I must get off my vehicle to walk to his. To my left rear I see a set of vehicle tracks cutting at right angles across the ruts leading to Colonel Maggart’s Bradley. I clamber over the top of our vehicle then drop into one of the track marks—there are likely to be mines and I’m taking all precautions, using the tracks as a cleared path. As I hit the sand it occurs to me that I am standing on Iraqi soil. The significance of this echoes in my mind briefly as I stand staring at the sand on either side of me for indications of mines. Then, with an intake of breath, I walk carefully along the furrows to get to the brigade commander’s vehicle. A couple of officers stand close to the lowered ramp, leaning in occasionally to listen to the radios within. I cast a suspicious glance at the ground as I step out of the vehicle track. One of the officers recognises me and greets me with a terse, ‘Welcome to Iraq, Major,’ then turns back to business.




      I make this trip several times over the next hour, reporting back to my British headquarters. My protective boots are heavy and I work up a sweat inside my chemical suit despite the chill.




      Back in our wagon, I am filing another radio report when there is a series of explosions just in front of us. A loud metallic snap sounds on the front of our vehicle—we’ve been hit by something! The explosions are artillery and it’s falling close. That snapping sound was a piece of shrapnel. ‘Shit!’ swears Pete as I scramble past him to get to the hatch, reaching up to pull the lid down.




      I stare out of the small rectangular blocks of thick glass used as observation slits and see a shell burst in the sand between us and Colonel Maggart’s vehicle—not far from where I’d just been walking. It throws up a splash of sand and grey smoke. I hear other shells land on the far side of the ridge, on the forward slope. The attack is short-lived, only half a dozen rounds or so. There is conjecture over the radio about the possibility of friendly fire but this is quickly discounted. Part of the Iraqi artillery force is alive and active. We wait for a period; time seems suspended as we wonder if more shells are about to fall on us. Eventually I decide that the danger has passed and I climb back out and make my way back along the tracks, past the hidden mines, this time with an eye to the sky.




      Colonel Maggart has decided to move through the newly cleared lanes in the minefields to join the lead troops that have begun attacking the Iraqi trenches and bunkers. His vehicle is already moving while I’m part way back to my own and I sprint the last 20 or so metres, careless of mines. I launch myself through the rear door and scramble up to my hatch, yelling at Pete to get moving and follow the colonel’s Bradley. Pete is driving with his head out his hatch until I order him to close down—we’ll be vulnerable to enemy fire as we cross the constricted lanes ahead.




      Our advance is soon halted and we are bunched up in the lanes caught in a traffic jam.




      At that moment more Iraqi artillery falls, landing around us in a pattern across the lanes. I hear Colonel Maggart shouting over the radio. He is again worried this might be friendly fire but he is quickly told otherwise. A vehicle has been hit and a soldier has been badly wounded. A private runs forward through the artillery with a tow line to pull the stranded vehicle clear of the lane.




      More artillery rounds fall. We all swear. ‘Thank God you made us close down, boss,’ breathes Pete over the intercom. Finally we are moving again and join the command group just as more artillery rounds land nearby. No-one speaks. We just sit and wait, wondering if the next shell will land on top of us, until the bombardment ends.




      Over the next hour or two we jostle forward as Colonel Maggart positions himself to view the battle. One of the companies fighting its way forward is that of John Bushyhead, the Cherokee officer I met yesterday. I listen in intently as his team battles to overwhelm an Iraqi defensive position, Objective 4kD. Bushyhead’s men are being attacked by rifle fire and rocket-propelled grenades and respond with cannons and machine-gun fire. We hear the roar of a rocket-propelled mine-clearing charge being fired; this system uses a rocket to drag a thick hose filled with explosives out across a minefield, creating massive overpressure which instantly clears a lane 100 metres long. Bushyhead’s men have fired it directly across the Iraqi trenches. The effect on an infantry position doesn’t bear thinking about.




      Bushyhead orders his infantrymen and tanks forward, shooting or burying the surviving Iraqis. Of an enemy force on Objective 4kD of sixty or more, only two bodies and four prisoners are found; the rest are buried underground. You’re a combat veteran now, John Bushyhead, I think.




      ‹ ›




      After a time, we unbutton our hatches and emerge into the slowly fading light. The sights that surround us are not unexpected, but are unsettling. The sand is churned by tracks and pitted with shell holes, some gaping pits from the heavier rounds. Jagged chunks of shrapnel litter the ground, wickedly sharp edges glinting in the weak sunlight now washing across the battlefield. The battle has moved on a little, but the carnage of its passing is everywhere: Iraqi armoured vehicles, including two tanks, burn fiercely; a partly buried bunker sits crushed and smouldering; wire snakes across the ground, chopped and shredded. The sound of firing comes and goes, occasionally reaching a crescendo. At one point I realise our relatively thin-skinned personnel carrier is sitting too high on the ridge and is vulnerable to return fire from the Iraqis. ‘Back us up, Pete,’ I order. Pete engages reverse with a clunk and we roll backwards, as I lean out to see past the cargo of stores lashed across our rear deck.




      Suddenly there are two explosions right under our vehicle. ‘Shit!’ someone shouts over the intercom. ‘What was that?’




      ‘Stop! Stop!’ I shout to Pete, not bothering to use the intercom but leaning towards him and banging on the metal plate near his shoulder. ‘Halt!’




      There is a kind of silence, despite the battle up ahead. I half-crawl out from my hatch and peer over the side where the sound has come from. On the sand, just metres from the left-hand track, sit dozens of small unexploded bomblets, dull and menacing in the overcast light. Each is roughly the size of a Coke can, with short canvas ribbons tethered to the top to stabilise them after being released from the carrier rocket. There’s a small crater under us, and I see another just ahead of the vehicle. We have driven over several bomblets as we reversed and they’ve exploded under our vehicle.




      ‘Christ,’ I breathe over the intercom. ‘We’re surrounded by unexploded bomblets!’ The entire slope is dotted with them, in threes and fours or alone, thickly grouped in one place, spread thinly elsewhere. They are lethal leftovers from the earlier Coalition artillery bombardments that haven’t detonated on the soft, wet sand. I’d heard there was the possibility of rocket bombardments and cluster bombs producing a small percentage of duds in terrain like this, but it is clear that much of each rocket load has failed to detonate. I have guided our vehicle right into a field of them.




      As I steady my nerves, the radio announces that a US infantry soldier has been killed and others wounded by bomblets just like these. ‘Poor bastard,’ says Steve of the dead soldier. There is no response, just silent agreement. We drive forward, meticulously tracing our old tracks.




      The attacking Americans are clearing the extensive Iraqi trench systems. The sounds of sporadic battle drift back over the sand. I see the spark of a distant muzzle flash as a tank fires. A second later, the noise reaches us. The radios buzz and snap. There is some resistance but progress is good, and news of it comes in a quickfire summary from one of the lead commanders: ‘Large numbers of prisoners captured.’ There is a flurry of activity when an enemy artillery position is identified.




      As the battle continues we change our location several times, shadowing Colonel Maggart’s vehicle. During one move I see the hand, reaching up out of the sand. As we roll past, my head swivels to follow it for ten, maybe twenty seconds.




      The hand belongs to an Iraqi soldier, buried alive. It protrudes from one of the trenches caved in by the attacking tanks, just as planned. There is another partly buried lump just beyond it, the back of a man perhaps, but it is the hand that seizes my attention as we pass. I wonder if the man shoved it up through the sand in a final grasp at life or if he was simply entombed in that position. For these few seconds I can’t take my eyes off it. And then it disappears behind me.




      What passes for sunset has come and gone. Darkness has enveloped the battlefield. It is late, nearly 2200. Time has been elastic; what felt like minutes has been hours, or the reverse. Several hours have passed since Colonel Maggart ordered the assault to cease; it was difficult to tell friend from foe on the congested battlefield in the dark. We have followed him to the meet-up with the commander of one of the tank battalions. We park a little distance away, isolated by our status as outsiders.




      To the northeast a large ridge remains uncleared of the enemy. The forward troops have reported that it is dotted with bunkers and several tanks, but there will be no further advance tonight. More than 450 prisoners have now been herded to the rear.




      Now it is almost midnight. It has been a long day, one of constant strain as I’ve tried to pick nuggets of information from the stream of reports, rapid conversations and marker-smeared maps. My mind is brimming with what I’ve witnessed, but most of all I remember the hand.




      I am at a loss to explain why I found this tiny speck of death in this devastated landscape so unsettling. There may have been dozens of men buried in that trench, but the hand seemed to be reaching out for help. Was that silent appeal meant for me? Do I feel guilty because I didn’t say more when I was briefed on this plan? I was cheering the air force on, like a one-eyed supporter at a footy match, as they dropped bombs on the Iraqi artillery a few hours earlier, knowing men would be blown to pieces.




      At the ramp of Colonel Maggart’s vehicle I hear orders for a dawn attack to clear the last defended ridge. The attack is timed for 0600 hours.
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