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    ABBREVIATIONS AND GLOSSARY

    
      
        
          	AC
          	Companion of the Military Division of the Order of Australia
        

        
          	ADF
          	Australian Defence Force
        

        
          	AK
          	AK-47 assault rifle
        

        
          	AO
          	Area of Operation
        

        
          	APC
          	armoured personnel carrier
        

        
          	APPVA
          	Australian Peacekeeper and Peacemaker Veterans’ Association
        

        
          	ARU
          	Australian Reinforcement Unit
        

        
          	ARVN
          	Army of the Republic of Vietnam (South Vietnamese Army)
        

        
          	AusAID
          	Australian overseas aid
        

        
          	AUSBATT
          	Australian UN Forces
        

        
          	AWOL
          	absent without leave
        

        
          	battalion
          	In the Australian context, an Infantry combat unit of usually 700 to 800 soldiers.
        

        
          	BULGABATT
          	Bulgarian UN Forces
        

        
          	cal
          	calibre
        

        
          	cam
          	camouflage
        

        
          	CIVPOL
          	Civilian Police (UN)
        

        
          	CO
          	Commanding Officer
        

        
          	comms
          	communications
        

        
          	company
          	80–100 soldiers made up of three to four platoons
        

        
          	DCM
          	Distinguished Conduct Medal
        

        
          	Dustoff
          	emergency battlefield medivacs done by helicopter
        

        
          	DVA
          	Department of Veterans’ Affairs (Commonwealth)
        

        
          	FALINTIL
          	National Armed Forces for the Liberation of East Timor (literally Forças Armadas de Libertação Nacional de Timor Leste)
        

        
          	Green Berets
          	American Special Forces
        

        
          	helo
          	helicopter
        

        
          	Herc
          	Hercules
        

        
          	hootchie
          	One- or two-man field sleeping accommodation, usually with the soldiers sleeping on the ground covered by a plastic sheet as a tent.
        

        
          	INTERFET
          	International Force East Timor 1999–2000—5500 Australians
        

        
          	Kibeyo
          	phonetic spelling of Kabaya, Rwanda
        

        
          	LAV
          	Light Armoured Vehicle
        

        
          	LRPV
          	Long Range Patrol Vehicle
        

        
          	LUP
          	Lying Up Place where small numbers of soldiers gather to prepare for further operations, usually located close to the enemy.
        

        
          	MBE
          	Member of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire
        

        
          	medivac
          	medical evacuation
        

        
          	MFO
          	Multinational Force & Observers, Sinai
        

        
          	MM
          	Military Medal
        

        
          	NCO
          	non-commissioned officer, e.g. Lance-corporal, Corporal, Sergeant, Staff-sergeant.
        

        
          	Nog
          	term used for Viet Cong. Also a racist term for Asians generally.
        

        
          	NVA
          	North Vietnamese Army
        

        
          	NVGs
          	night vision goggles
        

        
          	OC
          	Officer Commanding
        

        
          	OP
          	observation post
        

        
          	Operation Habitat
          	(Kurdistan, Nortbern Iraq) 1991—75 Australians
        

        
          	PAKBATT
          	Pakistani UN Forces
        

        
          	piquet
          	A sentry in a field, as opposed to a barracks situation.
        

        
          	platoon
          	A unit of twenty to thirty soldiers, usually commanded by a Lieutenant.
        

        
          	POW
          	prisoner of war
        

        
          	Provo
          	military police
        

        
          	PSY OPS
          	Psychological Operations
        

        
          	PT
          	physical training
        

        
          	PTSD
          	post-traumatic stress disorder
        

        
          	RAAF
          	Royal Australian Air force
        

        
          	RAP
          	Regimental Aid Post
        

        
          	RAR
          	Royal Australian Regiment: a regiment consisting of a number of Australian Infantry battalions. Each of those battalions has a regimental affiliation to the Regiment, e.g., 1RAR, 2RAR.
        

        
          	rats
          	rations
        

        
          	recon
          	reconnaissance—preliminary investigation
        

        
          	reo
          	reinforcement
        

        
          	RPG
          	rocket-propelled grenade
        

        
          	RSM
          	Regimental Sergeant Major
        

        
          	SAM
          	surface-to-air missile
        

        
          	SAS
          	Special Air Service
        

        
          	section
          	smallest formal unit in the ADF—about ten soldiers
        

        
          	SF
          	Special Forces
        

        
          	SI
          	Senior Instructor
        

        
          	Sig
          	signaller
        

        
          	2IC
          	second in command
        

        
          	TPI
          	totally and permanently incapacitated (TPI is the highest level of Veterans Affairs ‘war’ pension)
        

        
          	UNAMET
          	United Nations Assistance Mission to Fast Timor 1999—50 Australians
        

        
          	UNAMIC
          	United Nations Assistance Mission in Cambodia 1991–92—65 Australians
        

        
          	UNAMIR
          	United Nations Assistance Mission in Rwanda 1993–96—08 Australians
        

        
          	UNITAF
          	Unified Task Force in Somalia 1992–93—937 Australians
        

        
          	UNMO
          	United Nations Military Observer
        

        
          	UNOSOM I
          	First United Nations Operations in Somalia 1992–93—30 Australians
        

        
          	UNOSOM II
          	Second United Nations Operations in Somalia 1993–95—30 Australians
        

        
          	UNTAC
          	United Nations Transitional Authority in Cambodia 1992–93—564 Australians
        

        
          	UNTAET
          	United Nations Transitional Administration in East Timor 1999-present—2000 Australians
        

        
          	UNTAG
          	United Nations Transition Assistance Group (Namibia) 1989–90—338 Australians
        

        
          	VC
          	Viet Cong
        

        
          	VFL
          	Victorian Football League (Australian Rules Football)
        

        
          	Viet Cong
          	South Vietnamese fighters allied to North Vietnamese
        

        
          	VVCS
          	Vietnam Veterans’ Counselling Service
        

      

    

  


  
    INTRODUCTION

    ‘ONLY THE DEAD HAVE SEEN THE END OF WAR’

    Plato

    I was shocked when I first read a poem about war written by an American veteran of World War II, Father Denis Edward O’Brien. It says that it is the soldier, not the reporter, poet or political activist, who defends our freedom to debate, create and demonstrate; that it is ultimately the soldier who defends our democratic processes. No doubt my strong reaction was the result of having grown up in the Vietnam War era, when the prevailing mantra was antiwar and anti-soldier. I had little knowledge of my grandfather’s experiences in World War I and my father’s in World War II, although some connections could be made between their service and life afterwards.

    The unquestioning nature of my anti-war stance came in for a battering in the 1990s when I wrote about the Kurds of Iraq, Turkey, Iran and Syria. This led me to an interest in war and its impact on generations of Australian families. Since the Maori War of 1860–61, two million Australians have fought in thirteen conflicts, and more than 102 800 of them died. In addition, more than 46 000 Australian military personnel have served in fifty-six peacekeeping and peacemaking operations since 1947, twelve of them dying in the line of duty. The only decade in which Australia was not involved in a conflict of some form was the 1920s. And just as one war can sow the seeds of the next, the effects of veterans’ war experiences can ripple through families, with significant personal, social and political implications.

    The result of my research into war and its effects on veterans and their families is a book that records generations of Australians’ combat experiences and their lives long after the bullets and bombs have stopped. Those I interviewed include veterans of World War II, the Korean War, the Malayan Emergency, the Vietnam War; an SAS trooper in Afghanistan and Iraq; and UN peacemakers and peacekeepers in Cambodia, Iraqi Kurdistan, Namibia, Somalia, Rwanda, the Sinai and East Timor. To tap into the career soldier and his family, I went to the top, interviewing the Chief of the Australian Defence Force, General Peter Cosgrove, and his wife Lynne. From the outset, my intention was to discover the perspectives of parents, partners and children of veterans, as well as the veterans themselves, to find out what it was like to have a loved one go to a war zone and return home, and how this impacts on family dynamics.

    The Vietnam War became the link between stories, as I came to see Vietnam as a major turning point, not only for the way civilians view war, but also for the manner in which modern war is fought and its aftermath negotiated. Vietnam veterans were caught in the middle of the change. They grew up in a conservative era, their fathers and grandfathers having gone to World War I and II, returning home stern and silent about war and its effects. In Vietnam they fought in a messy war, only to come home to a society undergoing a social revolution, many of its members greeting them as villains and murderers. Yet some went on to father or train the next generation of military personnel. The servicemen and -women of today operate in different paradigms, personally and professionally, their deployments governed by complex mandates intent on minimising casualties, but often limiting their ability to protect civilians. While most recent deployments are not as bloody as those of Vietnam and before, they carry their own set of stresses. At least modern service personnel benefit from the experience gained by those who fought in Vietnam and the post-Vietnam acknowledgement of the psychological and family issues that can result from combat service.

    War and its consequences bring out the best and worst in humanity. This was the case in the bloodiest war ever. In 1918, Australia had a population of five million people, of whom 324 000 served overseas in World War I. These were the people who forged the Digger legend, yet the cost was enormous: 61 919 died and 155 000 were wounded, including those who were exposed to chlorine, phosgene or mustard gas. Some country towns lost an entire generation of men.

    World War I veterans who suffered from shell shock were hospitalized and treated with aspirin, bromides and electric shocks. Many veterans could not find employment, some seeking solitude in the bush. Then came the Great Depression, which saw the rise of unionism and, for a number, an interest in Marxism and its applications. One-third of the population married, most of them for life. The legacy of war was buried under a culture of stoicism, often mediated by alcohol.

    After the horror of World War I the League of Nations was established in 1919 to end all wars. It did not stop German or Japanese aggression and so war veterans of the Great War watched their children go off to World War II; this time Australia was being threatened. Australia’s population in 1939 was seven million. Over the next six years 993 000 Australians enlisted: 39 366 died and 30 560 were taken prisoner, mainly by the Japanese. Those involved in the post-war occupation of Japan saw the effects of two atomic bombs, which by 1950 had killed 340 000 Japanese. For veterans who returned home with extreme war neuroses there was hospitalization. A number were put into insulin comas until their weight and nerves adjusted. Again alcohol was often used to forget. Having won the war and saved Australia from possible Japanese invasion with the help of the Americans, World War II veterans re-entered a society growing in prosperity, the effects of war on themselves and their families remaining largely unrecognized.

    The establishment of the United Nations in 1945 was another attempt to resolve conflicts by political mediation rather than military means. However, the UN Security Council’s requirement for consensus meant it was powerless to prevent the world divide between the imperialism of capitalist and communist alike, led by the two superpowers, the USA and the USSR, who fought a Cold War of nuclear brinkmanship. In this Cold War era came hot wars including the Korean War (1950–53), in which 17 164 Australians participated. Then came the Malayan Emergency (1950–62), involving 7000 Australians, and the Indonesian Confrontation of Malaysia (1964–66) in which 3500 Australians fought in Borneo as part of the British Commonwealth. When it came to the Vietnam War (1962–75), it was Australia’s indebtedness to the US alliance that led to our involvement.

    Sold as a war against communism, the Vietnam War was that and more, given that the Vietnamese were fighting for independence following the broken promises and missed opportunities for nation building after World War II. As a result, in 1954 their country was divided between the communist north and American-backed south. While Vietnam was not the first war fought without UN approval, many people came to see it as a war founded on lies, the chief one being that if communists weren’t fought on their own soil they would domino capitalism out of existence. I would argue that rather than being a lie, this was an assessment by the US and Australian governments of the day, based on the history of capitalist and communist post-war power plays in Europe and Asia. For instance, by the 1960s Indonesia had the third-largest communist party in the world. Nevertheless, lies were told. In August 1964, a false claim that North Vietnamese vessels had attacked the US destroyer Maddox in the Bay of Tonkin resulted in the US Congress voting in support of taking all necessary measures to repel future attack. When the North Vietnamese Army attacked two US Army installations in 1965 the US began a bombing campaign that saw more bombs dropped in six months than throughout World War II.

    Unlike previous wars, the Vietnam War relied on conscription of National Servicemen selected by ballot. As a consequence the average age of the soldier was twenty: younger than in previous wars. Conscripts were given the choice of serving in Vietnam or Australia, but this was after their military training had instilled in them a team spirit, physical fitness and military disposition, along with the promise of a war service loan, on which few reneged.

    In the war, 59 000 Australians joined 545 000 Americans, 313 000 South Koreans and 1.4 million South Vietnamese troops, as well as Thais, Filipinos and New Zealanders, to fight an enemy of 1.73 million Vietnamese aided by 55 000 Russian advisers and 327 000 Chinese troops. These numbers are huge when compared to the numbers involved in the Iraq War [2003– ]. Even so, the Vietnam War would have had far less impact on civilian attitudes if it had not been, above all, the first war that received daily television coverage. In 1963 I was a child of seven, but I vividly remember images of monks setting themselves on fire in protest against US-backed President Diem and his brother raiding the monasteries looking for communists, and later the ARVN soldier shooting a Viet Cong and a naked girl running from napalm. For ten long years civilians were visually exposed to the horror of war, and by 1970 hundreds of thousands of people were marching in the streets of Australia and America in anti-war protests. This rising tide of opinion had a significant effect on its outcome, Australia withdrawing by December 1972 and US forces leaving the following March, although the US Government continued to support the South Vietnamese Army until August 1974.

    With the fall of Saigon in 1975, Vietnam became the first war deemed to have been lost by the US and its Allies. In 1975 the communists took a triplet: Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia. This was after a death toll of 58 000 US soldiers, 520 Australian soldiers, and an estimated 185 000 to 225 000 South Vietnamese soldiers. Between 900 000 and two million North Vietnamese and Viet Cong were killed, along with one million Vietnamese civilians and 850 000 Cambodians and Laotians.

    Throughout this controversial war returning veterans were spat upon, ridiculed and condemned. This bitter reception was to have a lasting effect on how they processed the war. Many felt betrayed by the government and the people, and those who still believed in the war kept this to themselves. Vietnam veterans also returned to a society where every conceivable social ethos was being questioned, from attitudes to authority to the institution of marriage and family.

    By the early 1980s, the effects of the Vietnam War on veterans and their families were becoming apparent. As an increasing number of veterans reported alarming physical and psychological symptoms that they linked to the war, Vietnam veteran associations and counselling services were established, and in 1989 the ADF instituted a debriefing program for all service personnel returning from overseas deployment. Vietnam veterans were also reporting stillbirths, abnormal births and cancers in their children, which they linked to their exposure to the defoliant Agent Orange. The Department of Veterans’ Affairs Vietnam Veterans’ Health Study and subsequent validation studies conducted between 1998 and 2001 discovered that Vietnam veterans had a higher than normal incidence of motor neurone disease, prostate cancer, cancer of the colon and male breast cancer. Of the forty thousand veterans surveyed in 1998, thirty to forty-five per cent reported panic attacks, anxiety, depression and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), with thirty-nine per cent of their partners having sought treatment for stress, anxiety or depression. Domestic violence issues were disclosed by 43.8 per cent of those surveyed, twenty-three per cent being the rate in the general population (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1996). Younger children of veterans were found to have died by accident at twice the expected rate, and adult children were committing suicide at three times the expected rate. Veterans’ children also had three to eleven times the normal rate of spina bifida, cleft lip and palate, absent body parts and some cancers. With many partners and children seeking help for mood disorders, professionals started talking about secondary PTSD.

    After Vietnam, the world again looked to the UN to solve internal and international conflicts. Although UN action is limited by its member states’ interests and the principle that sovereignty is an inalienable territorial right, the 1990s witnessed an unprecedented number of UN peacekeeping and peacemaking missions. In 1990–91, 750 to 1800 Australian military personnel, mainly from the Navy, were deployed to the Gulf, as part of a UN coalition following Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait. Afterwards, veterans began talking about a Gulf War Syndrome. Other UN peacekeeping and peacemaking missions put increasing demands on ADF personnel. These UN missions are seen to be without the vested self-interests of war, the criterion for action generally being that a government has to invite a UN multinational force to provide impartial security and constructive assistance under strict rules of engagement. While the world’s conscience is eased by such deployments, many civilians have little understanding of the conditions to which peacekeepers and peacemakers are exposed, or the often conflicting demands made on them.

    Just twelve years after the fall of the Berlin Wall and a decade after the collapse of the Soviet Union, the world has embarked on a new era of conflict. To call the September 11 terrorist attacks on the World Trade Center and Pentagon ‘acts of war’, as the Bush administration did, set the tone for the United States and its allies’ response. To what degree the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq will coalesce the fundamentally anarchic and disparate groups of Islamic militants or wipe out their power bases remains to be seen but, once again, people look to the United Nations for guidance. The UN Security Council quickly approved the war on Afghanistan, which destroyed hundreds of al-Qa’ida training camps. However, the US-proposed war on Iraq was opposed by France, Germany, Russia, China and others.

    The resonances between the Cold War and the ‘War on Terror’ are many, not least that the seeds of the current problems were sown in the earlier era, when the West supported Islamic and Arab nationalist groups, as well as monarchies and military dictatorships throughout the Middle East and Asia, to counteract the growth of communism. Just as Western countries lost a window of opportunity to grant self-determination in Asia after World War II, so they missed opportunities to support democratic movements in the Middle East.

    Eighteen months after September 11, a US-led Coalition invaded Iraq. Like the Vietnam War and Kosovo, the 2003 Iraq War was not UN-approved but a unilateral action. Like Vietnam, the war split public opinion. Those who opposed it saw as no imminent threat Saddam Hussein’s links to terrorism—for example, his financial support for the families of Palestinian suicide bombers—and the twelve years he had flouted UN resolutions which demanded transparent accounting for and the destruction of Iraq’s biological and chemical weapons. They called for UN weapons inspections and diplomacy to be given more time, fearing that a pre-emptive action was illegal, unjust and likely to open a Pandora’s box. In contrast, the US, British and Australian governments promoted the war in terms of Saddam Hussein still possessing chemical and biological weapons. Of major concern was what he intended to do with them, if not now then in the future, especially when international sanctions against Iraq were lifted, which some opposing the war were lobbying for.

    A large number of supporters of the war, including all but two people I interviewed for this book, saw the war as justified on humanitarian grounds alone: that the Iraqi people had already suffered thirty-five years of tyranny and three wars (the Kurdish revolution, Iran and Kuwait).

    From 19 March until the cessation of conventional combat on 28 April 2003, troop involvement was 255 000 Americans, 45 000 British, 2000 Australians, 400 Czechs and Slovakians and 200 Poles. By mid-February 2005, two weeks after Iraq’s elections, 1455 Americans and 172 other Coalition nationals had died in combat, one being Australian. Iraqi soldier and civilian deaths are difficult to ascertain; estimates vary between 16 800 and 100 000.

    Echoes of the Vietnam War include a daily media coverage of bombings, body counts and human rights violations, including those of US personnel stationed at Abu Ghraib Prison. Just as the Vietnam War was part of a larger battle of ideologies that spilled over into Cambodia and Laos, so too is the war in Iraq, with ideology, money and fighters pouring in from neighbouring countries. Just as the Vietnamese used guerrilla tactics designed to wear down the superior forces of the USA and turn public opinion, so too did some estimated 20 000 Iraqi insurgents and foreign militants. However, the differences are significant. The first is that the majority of Iraqis were glad to see the end of Saddam Hussein, his sons and cohorts. This is in contrast to the majority of Vietnamese, who wanted independence, although not necessarily in the form of communism. The second is the nature of the enemy. The North Vietnamese and Viet Cong were united and ready to die for a nationalist cause. Anti-coalition groups in Iraq have no unity of purpose. In fact Abu Musab Al-Zarqawi, a foreign Sunni militant leader, is calling for a jihad war on Iraq’s Shiah. The third difference is the statistics of the war, befitting a post-Vietnam world where deaths of civilians and enemy soldiers are of official concern. The fourth is the immediate and massive reconstruction effort in Iraq, albeit based on its oil and benefiting foreign companies.

    The Iraq War is the first time since the Vietnam War that Australian troops were sent to war by a prime minister who did not have the support of the Opposition. Those serving in Iraq return home to a country divided about the war. As the Vietnam veteran experience has shown, this may prove to have significant implications for the long-term well-being of veterans of Iraq and their families. As for their physical health and that of their offspring, troops involved in the initial six weeks of combat were inoculated for anthrax and botulinum (plague), and although in Iraq there was no need for defoliants like Agent Orange, the Coalition deployed an estimated 127 tons of nuclear-depleted missiles between 20 March and 28 April 2003.

    One could ask how well the US and Australian governments have learnt the lessons of Vietnam: the need to be honest about the reasons for going to war and the contingencies involved, the need to have clearly defined goals and public support, the need to understand and not underestimate the enemy and, last but not least, the need to consider the impact of the war on all those involved and to provide for their future well-being.

    Having spent two years working with Australian veterans of military conflict, I am greatly impressed by their sense of humanity. It is a practical humanitarianism in which actions speak louder than words, and for which some personally suffer. For those who have been severely affected, there is an equal respect for what their families endure.

    Finally, by examining so many wars and UN missions I am forced to face the inevitability of conflict. Even in a world where ninety per cent of the world’s resources are no longer consumed by a privileged ten per cent, human nature will always throw up tyrants and fanatics. That human beings are so adept at going to war with themselves and each other points to the inevitability of conflict in some form. The costs for subsequent generations are multiple if the means is war, but the costs of prevaricating in the face of tyranny, genocide or international aggression may be just as great. As the English philosopher John Stuart Mill wrote: ‘War is an ugly thing, but not the ugliest of things.’ Thus, in order to find effective alternatives one must face the complexities, to which saying one is ‘anti-war’ is a premise, not a solution.

    Gina Lennox   

    Sydney, March 2005

    The editors wish to alert Aboriginal readers that this book contains images of Aboriginal soldiers who have passed away since the photos were taken. This advice is given as a sign of respect for the soldiers and to their immediate families.
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    WAR IN AFGHANISTAN (2001– ) AND IRAQ (2003– ) AND UN DEPLOYMENTS FROM 1989

    Like UN peacekeeping and peacemaking missions, the wars in Afghanistan and Iraq operate morally and militarily in new paradigms, linked to a changed notion of conflict and the ‘enemy’ arising out of the Vietnam War era. They have been fought under strict rules of engagement, where even the number of enemy soldiers killed is of concern. Australia’s contribution to these wars has been small in quantity but high in quality, with the inclusion of our most elite troops: the SAS, or Special Air Service Regiment. Three SAS Sabre Squadrons rotated through Afghanistan, while for the war on Iraq, Australian SAS were the first Coalition forces to cross the border. Given the unusual nature of these wars, the SAS were required to be highly skilled in soldiering, peacemaking and cross-cultural relations, enhanced by training and experience in the Solomon Islands and elsewhere.

    These and other UN contributions benefit from the depth of experience the ADF has accumulated in peacekeeping and peacemaking. Australia contributed to the first UN peacekeeping mission—Indonesia in 1947—Australians having commanded five UN missions: Nimmo in Kashmir (1950–66), Sanderson in Cambodia (1992–93), Ferguson in the Sinai (1994–97), Butler in Iraq (1997-98), and Ford in the Sinai (1998–2000), while Cosgrove led the multinational force in East Timor (1999–2000). Between 1975 and 1988 Australia was involved in eight UN missions (the Sinai, Kashmir, South Korea, Cyprus, Syria and Lebanon-all ongoing—as well as Rhodesia). Since 1989 many military personnel have become veterans of multiple missions. Between 1999 and 2004 the Australian contribution of eight thousand to UNAMET, INTERFET and UNTAET in East Timor was the largest Australian deployment since Vietnam.

    Mandates for these missions are increasingly complex, many requiring the building of social and administrative institutions as well as the disarming and demobilizing of combatants. The soldier takes on multiple roles in dealing with people of different languages and cultures, usually with a long history of conflict. As soldier, police person, advocate, negotiator and garbage collector, as well as their specialist role of medic, signaller and so on, they operate in dangerous and unpredictable environments. They must know when to be sensitive and when to be tough, while always being mindful of the rules of engagement for that particular mission.

    Civilians may ask ‘Under what conditions is military action justified?’ and ‘Which acts are justifiable?’—but it is the soldier who faces the ambiguities and, along with their families, lives with the consequences. Veterans of these deployments cannot but be changed by witnessing other cultures, extreme poverty and violence, as well as the strengths and pitfalls of the mission. Veterans who find life difficult as a result benefit from the trail blazed by Vietnam veterans in terms of understanding and services. They also benefit from having grown up in an era where men, as well as women, are not as bound by patriarchal stereotypes. Young veterans tend to be more willing and frank in acknowledging what is happening inside them. Yet it has taken forty years to fully appreciate the impact of the Vietnam War. The long-term effects of recent deployments on veterans and their families remain to be seen.

  


  
    
1 ALWAYS A LITTLE FURTHER


    An SAS Veteran of Afghanistan and Iraq

    Australia’s elite SAS Regiment was established in 1957. In Vietnam its members became known as ‘Phantoms of the Jungle’. Their next war was in the deserts and mountains of Afghanistan in 2001–02, where the first squadron sent over took part in Operation Anaconda, the biggest battle of the Afghanistan War, involving over two thousand allied soldiers. In Iraq in 2003, they were the ‘Phantoms of the Western Desert’, slipping from target to target as if on a magic carpet, their most urgent mission being to locate long-range missiles. Before these conflicts, they were involved in the multinational build-up in Kuwait to apply pressure on Iraq in 1998 and in East Timor and the Solomon Islands in 2000.

    This is one SAS soldier’s personal account of his tours of duty in Afghanistan and Iraq, to which his wife and his father, who served as a forward scout in Vietnam with 9 Battalion in 1968–69, contribute. As anonymity is critical for SAS operators, pseudonyms have been used throughout.

    I was working as a ringer on different properties in Northern Queensland, riding horses and chasing cattle for four years, when I met Clare. When we decided to marry in 1994, I thought joining the Army was a good way of settling down without slowing down. Dad having been in the Army, more than him being a Vietnam veteran, had everything to do with it. As a boy you think about following in your father’s footsteps. I see it in my own son.

    Dad had a library of military books, so I’d read about the SAS in Vietnam and Borneo. Always in the back of my head was the thought ‘I wonder if I could do that.’ I did fairly well at Kapooka [training centre], and in 1 Battalion I became a sniper, physically training with SAS in mind. I was twenty-five when I went through the twenty-day selection course. It’s physical, but it is what you bring to it mentally that gets you through. The Senior Instructor warned us that his course would take our minds to places we had never been before. He was right. In 1-NAVEX [Navigation Exercises], we pack-marched fifty kilometres in twelve hours before being shown how to strip several weapons we hadn’t used before. After five days of marches and nightly foreign language lessons, at one stage being expected to read a map in the language to find our way, we were given one of the weapons to put back together. We were fed a small amount and woken six times a night. The whole course was designed to wear you down to see who you really were. It’s those who can do things at the limit of their endurance, and laugh about it, who end up in SAS. The way I got through was not so much thinking about what Dad went through, because he hasn’t told me, but thinking about what I’d read of Australian soldiers from the Maori Wars to Vietnam. I’d think: ‘It isn’t so hard. At least I’m not getting shot at.’

    By the end of the course I wasn’t laughing but I was there. Of the 140 blokes who started, twenty-four stayed to the end. Six ended up in my troop. I came away thinking, ‘I went that far, how much further could I have gone?’ On operations, it’s no good to get so near your limits.

    On 11 September 2001 I’d been with the Regiment four years and in the Army for seven. I was at home with Clare and the kids in Swanbourne, in Western Australia, where the Regiment is based, when we got a phone call from Clare’s father telling us to put on the television. As we watched the footage of the planes ploughing into the twin towers of the World Trade Center, I said to Clare, ‘This is going to be big.’ My gut feeling was the same as the other blokes in the Regiment: that this was one of those defining moments in world history. The Americans weren’t going to stand for it. My squadron was on line for a war role. When President Bush called for a ‘war on terror’, saying, ‘You’re either with us or against us’, I thought, ‘Yep, he’s serious.’ No soldier wants to be put into a situation where the people running the show are half-hearted.

    There’s always other ways of doing things but when it boils down to it—no one person makes the final decision in isolation. There are hundreds of experts giving advice based on international law, safety of the troops, the end game, whatever. From what I was to see, it was not about getting rid of a few people. But at the end of the day it doesn’t matter what a soldier thinks—he follows orders; what matters is that he can do the job and that he is comfortable doing it. A side issue, but an important one, is that people at home believe in what he is doing.

    We were well up to speed. By September 2001 my squadron had spent ten months training for different war scenarios, doing bush and mountain work, roping out of helicopters—the list is endless. Each troop specializes. There is a mobility troop, which concentrates on vehicle movements; a water troop, which does all facets of water work—diving, canoes and boarding ships; and a free-fall troop that parachutes out of helos and planes. The training makes a troop tight-knit. Clare jokes that you know the blokes better than you know your wife. You certainly spend more time with them, so sometimes you get sick of them, the same as any close relationship. I was fortunate with my troop: everyone got on well, everyone was a bloomin’ character. Six of us came from the bush. Four had fathers who’d been to Vietnam. You know each other so well you learn to complement each other. That is the strength of the Regiment. The myths of what SAS can do are built on the team. Coming from the country I was used to bush work, riding motorbikes, tracking, trapping and shooting rabbits and foxes, so I was a long-range sniper and photographer. Con was ex-Navy, a linguist and switched on with signals. Slipper, with his Egyptian background, was a linguist and a medic, and so on. Then it’s up to the patrol commander to gel it all together.

    My squadron had already been to Kuwait in 1998 and to Timor in 2000, so we had experience in desert and jungle. For Kuwait, we arrived in February for Operation Pollard, our contribution to Operation Desert Thunder, in response to Saddam Hussein declaring eight palaces off limits to the UNSCOM weapons inspectors and kicking them out of the country. Kuwait was my first exposure to how big America’s war machine is, and Britain’s. It was also the first time since Vietnam that an SAS squadron had been deployed. We stayed overnight in Diego Garcia, the British and US Military base south of the Maldives, but mid-flight to Kuwait, we had to turn around and fly back to Garcia. A Kuwaiti VIP who wanted to give us the red carpet treatment wasn’t ready. When we landed the next night the VIP was waiting to shake everybody’s hand as we came off the plane. At two in the morning he insisted on shouting us breakfast: our first taste of Middle Eastern hospitality but the last thing we felt like. We were then bussed out into the desert and, just before dawn, given an hour’s rest in three big canvas tents. As the sun came up, all we could see was flat grey desert—not a blade of grass—and twenty metres above us, dozens of humming power lines.

    After a two-hour drive we reached the Americans’ Ali Al Salim Air Base. For the next month we slept on stretchers in air-conditioned American Air Force tents, fifteen blokes to a tent, in a summer heat that reached 51 degrees Celsius. We started training, the SEALS [American Navy Special Forces], Canadians, Poms, Kiwis, Kuwaitis and Aussies competing for jobs: special reconnaissance for pinpointing targets so aircraft crews could do a bombing raid and CSAR [Combat Search And Rescue] for downed aircraft crews. I think our CSAR demos impressed the American commanders.

    After three weeks we got the feeling that the Coalition build-up was more about applying pressure and some exercises became a matter of ‘Let’s go and test the motorbikes.’ We had time to yarn with the locals. Non-Kuwaitis minded the mobs of camels, sheep and goats or worked in wheel-less caravans that sold Coke and soccer balls along the highway. Most of them were virtually slave labour from Bangladesh or India. The Kuwaitis wouldn’t even pay them—they’d pay their parents back home. At dawn we’d see one sleeping on the ground next to a mob of sheep, with only a blanket, a plastic container of water and a bag of dates. There were a few Bedouin and their camels and then there were the rich Kuwaitis who came to the desert for a weekend camping trip in big seven-seat Chevrolets. Sometimes they brought their wives and children. We’d be out in the desert, fully cammed up [in camouflage] and if we saw one of their red-and-white striped tents, we went over. The men would be dressed in white kaftans and the red-and-white checked shamarg headgear. Most spoke English. We had a smattering of Arabic and Slipper was fluent, so we’d grab him and go ‘G’day, what’s happening?’ They would invite us into their tent for a drink of goat’s milk or tea, and always bent the rules for us: ‘Don’t worry about taking off your boots. Bring your gun.’ Inside there were woven kilims that acted as snake barriers, and usually a giant hunting falcon sitting on a pedestal. Kuwaitis love their falconing and if you showed an interest you were their mate. All of them knew about Australia because of our camels and lamb.

    After a month in this pale desert your eyes adjust, so when we returned to Doha, on the edge of Kuwait City, colours were a surprise. Doha is known as the camp of no horizons—a concrete city behind high walls, a bit like a prison but with all the mod cons Americans like to cart around with them. Between exercises we could go into Kuwait City, a mixture of modern buildings, kebab stalls and teahouses full of men smoking hubbly bubblies. None of the people working in shops were Kuwaiti and you never saw Kuwaiti women drive—they weren’t allowed.

    The UN Secretary-General, Kofi Annan, had meetings with Iraq’s Deputy Prime Minister, Tariq Aziz, in Kuwait and Saddam Hussein in Baghdad. Iraq was forced to agree to give weapons inspectors unrestricted access to all sites. It meant we came home but the trip opened our eyes to the people and the politics.

    At that stage I had been married four years and had two children: Tom was two and Laura was a baby of five months. By the time I left for East Timor in January 2000, our third child, Isabelle, was six months old.

    East Timor was my first experience of a combat area. We were working out of Dili and Balibo, providing Ready Reaction teams to apprehend people of interest, patrolling near the border to keep an eye on the TNI [Indonesian Army] border posts and stray militia. The biggest thing I learnt was handling the mental stress of going out with four to six blokes in close country, and the fear of the unknown, especially when we were being inserted. Once you’re on the ground it’s a relief. The country reminded me of the mountains north of Cairns. On patrol we didn’t talk unless it was absolutely necessary and then it was only a whisper. To sleep we’d find an impregnable spot and crawl in. For water we’d catch the rain or use local water. Most of the time we were too close to the border to cook.

    Towards the end of the deployment we had more contact with the locals in the villages. One troop stayed with FALINTIL [National Armed Forces for the Liberation of East Timor] in their enclave to keep them entertained and out of trouble. One night they were sitting around a campfire and there was Nick dancing the Moonwalker and Sprinkler, a FALINTIL playing a guitar. The locals were happy to see us—the adults felt some connection, having protected our Commandos from the Japanese. When they took us to sites where people were buried I wished we’d got there earlier.

    When I got home, ten-month-old Isabelle took a day or so before she gave me a cuddle—she wasn’t quite sure about me. Two months later, in June 2000, we were sent to the Solomon Islands, on the invitation of the Solomon Islands Government. The Malaita Eagles Force [MEF], led by Jimmy Rasta and other factional leaders, all running around in red berets and black balaclavas, had organized a coup and taken over Honiara. Since January 1999 there had been trouble between the MEF and Harold Keke and Joseph Sangu’s mob [the Isatabu Freedom Movement or IFM], who were indigenous to Guadalcanal and resented the Malaitans taking over land and businesses. The IFM were attacking Malaitans, then hiding out on the remote Weathercoast. We were to facilitate peace talks and would go to various places to pick up the key players and take them to HMAS Tobruk.

    The islands are awesome: phenomenal little coastal coves with coral under twenty metres of crystal clear water, white beaches and palm trees. Officially we weren’t allowed to set foot on land, but we had to convince the leaders that it was safe to come with us, and it’s hard to do that if you expect them to swim out to you. We’d drive the boat onto the beach and have a yarn and sometimes a feed. After that, they were more than willing to come, except Keke—he refused to participate. His people had to take all the paperwork back to him, but everyone eventually agreed to a ceasefire and a future meeting in Townsville.

    We were rotating through, so I went to the Solomons four times over an eighteen-month period. In October 2000 we were involved in bringing the important players to Townsville to make a peace agreement. Then, in June 2001, Harold Keke’s group tried to assassinate Premier Ezekiel Alebua in retaliation for police operations on the Weathercoast. An International Peace Monitoring team went over to advise and monitor, but guns were not being handed in and there was corruption in the police and government, especially with the Won-tok system, where family ties are more important than any others and that’s why Australians were invited back for a more active role in 2003.

    So we’d been busy in the lead-up to September 11, and within days of the attacks we were hearing rumours that we would be deployed to Afghanistan. On 18 September, Prime Minister John Howard announced that President Bush had formally requested that Australia be involved. Squadron Headquarters started preparing. If we were to be called upon we knew the general nature of our tasks—to locate al-Qa’ida and Taliban, gather intelligence and do surveillance and search and rescues—but we didn’t know for sure if we were going. Week after week, units around Australia gear up for something that will never happen. But also, my squadron was about to be rotated out of war role and into counter-terrorism. Of course we wanted to go.

    I was instructing a CQB [Close Quarter Battle] course for new blokes. It involves shooting live rounds in rooms and around buildings, it’s high tempo and dangerous but it was terminated halfway through so that we could focus on getting ready for Afghanistan. We had revision lectures and rehearsals for dealing with land mines, mountain climbing, obstacle crossings and cold weather injuries like frost bite. Experts lectured us on preparing for the temperature ranges and altitudes. We familiarized ourselves with towns and villages, the different fuels for stoves and vehicles, how the weather was going to affect our ammunition, battery life for radios, torches and NVGs [night vision goggles]. We were told how Alexander the Great and Genghis Khan had not conquered Afghanistan, and the Brits had a hard time of it. Journalists were saying, ‘The Soviet Union couldn’t conquer Afghanistan’, but the way I looked at it, yes, the Afghanis are tough, resilient fighters, but they had the backing of China, the US, and Britain when fighting the Soviets.

    Culture-wise, we had experts talk about Afghani food, the position of women, the languages, religion and politics. I learnt that ‘Taliban’ means ‘religious student’ and that the US had coined the label ‘al-Qa’ida’ which means ‘the base’ or ‘foundation’ of Jihad. The Taliban’s spiritual leader, Mullah Mohammed Omar, came from a village near Kandahar and had met Osama bin Laden during the Mujahedeens’ fight against the Soviets [1979–89]. In 1988 Bin Laden decided to extend the Jihad beyond Afghanistan and began setting up a loose network. In 1989 he left for Pakistan. He was in Saudi Arabia when Iraq invaded Kuwait, then lived in Sudan from 1991 to 1996. He returned to Afghanistan after the Taliban took Kabul.

    The Taliban seemed to have appeared from nowhere.1 Before Kabul they had a series of military victories over the Mujahedeen warlords, and by 1998 they controlled most of the country. They were funded, trained and equipped from multiple sources, allegedly including different factions in Saudi Arabia and Pakistan. Probably their success had a lot to do with the initial support of the people. Mullah Mohammed Omar promised to create a pure Islamic State, which would end the rape, pillage and bloodshed of the Mujahedeen.

    Once Bin Laden was back in Afghanistan, his group began training militants from Algeria, Sudan, Somalia, Chechnya, Yemen, Egypt, the Philippines, Indonesia, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, Kosovo and Bosnia. He seemed to have significant influence over the Taliban Government. After the 1998 bombings of US embassies in Nairobi and Dar Es Salaam, the US bombed several al-Qa’ida training camps and demanded that the Taliban Government hand over Bin Laden. The Taliban refused—whether as a matter of pride or of principle, who knows?—so the UN slapped an air and arms embargo on Afghanistan. After September 11, the Taliban again refused to hand over Bin Laden unless they were presented with evidence of his guilt. By 2001, there were 10 000 to 12 000 Taliban and al-Qa’ida fighters inside the country, about a third being non-Afghani. None had uniforms as we understand uniforms. All we were to see were black turbans and the black shalwar kameez [baggy pants and long tunic]. The Taliban governed, the al-Qa’ida ran the training camps; we were told to make no distinction.

    Slipper’s Arabic was a great help with people who spoke Arabic, who we suspected were foreigners. Most of the villagers spoke Pashtu. The School of Languages distributed booklets with basic Pashtu, such as ‘Stop or I’ll shoot’ and ‘Get out of your car, I’m going to search your car’. In-country we picked up a few words. We had learnt a bit of etiquette from being in Kuwait and from training foreign soldiers, and some blokes had taken to reading about Islam and Muslims. The more you know their ways the better it is for assessing the situation.

    On 7 October the Americans began bombing Taliban targets and ten days later Prime Minister John Howard announced to Parliament that he had committed 1550 Australian troops, RAAF aircraft and naval vessels to the ‘war against terrorism’, without defining roles. Two hundred troops left on HMAS Sydney for the Gulf, to enforce the international trade embargo against Iraq. The only ground troops heading for Afghanistan were my squadron, to take part in Operation Slipper, Australia’s contribution to Operation Enduring Freedom.

    Two weeks later Howard came over to Campbell Barracks to talk to the squadron and our wives. He indicated that he didn’t take lightly what he was doing; he knew the risks, but he believed it was the right thing. It made us feel good. I remember a journalist asking Howard, ‘Will the SAS be required to assassinate anybody? Will you be sending them on any suicide missions?’ I was speaking to Howard in the troop office and said: ‘You should introduce a two-stupid-questions rule. If a journalist asks two stupid questions you should be able to kick them out of the room.’ He slapped his thigh laughing. We weren’t going on any suicide missions!

    Clare’s reaction was not so big. She was used to my work being full-on. The Regiment has lost more men in training than in war—forty-three blokes in total, with only ten having been killed in action—so war is a continuation, it is not a big step for the wives. Clare handles it well and Mum’s the same—they believe I’m far too capable for anything to happen to me. Whether that’s right or wrong, it’s their way of coping. Dad’s different. On the telephone he was sombre, probably because he knew what was possible. He said, ‘Just do your job and keep your head down.’

    Of the blokes in my troop, sixteen had children, all were in long-term relationships and the wives supported each other. Before we went into Afghanistan and for the first six weeks in-country, there was no communication. After that we were allowed e-mail and two satellite phone calls: a five-minute call at Christmas and another call after one of our vehicle commanders, Andy Russell, died. Sometimes our families know as much as we do: very little.

    Most of the time we leave in the early hours of the morning and Afghanistan was no different. I probably read to the kids the night before and said, ‘I’m going away to help some people. I’ll be back.’ When they got up on 26 November, I was gone. They’ve always been good about me going away. I think Clare’s attitude helps but they didn’t understand that I might be gone for nine to twelve months. I remember saying goodbye to Clare at three in the morning and wandering up the road with my pack on my back, thinking, ‘When will I be coming home?’ That walk up to the Regiment was the hardest.

    We flew to Diego Garcia in a Qantas 707. There’d been a lot of people trying to figure out how to get us into Afghanistan: do they fly us over and we jump out? You can parachute a Land Rover in but there’s the problem of refuelling. Do we go in from Pakistan? The Pakistan Government was still sorting things out with America. At least Australians had been in Kuwait training the Kuwaiti Army since 1998, and they could say it was a continuation of that, so we got permission to fly to Kuwait and in early December an American C-130 did a hot drop of my troop into Fire Support Base RHINO, a hundred kilometres south of Kandahar. This meant flying in at low altitude over a flat stony desert, landing on an airstrip outside a compound, opening the back gate and driving out, guns ready, as the Hercules flew off.

    RHINO had been taken by US Rangers in late November and secured by the Marines. A ring of weapon pits and a mortar section protected the airstrip and the three Cobra gun ships, half a dozen Chinooks, half a dozen LAVs [Light Armoured Vehicles with wheels] a dozen big tents and countless hootchies [sleeping spots under waterproof material used for shelter]. Those Marines had it hard. They slept in the tents, hootchies, pits, helos or LAVS. Planes were landing twenty-four hours a day, the grey talcum powder dust getting into everything.

    Three-metre-high walls, all whitewashed and bullet-chipped, enclosed the compound. Like all Afghani compounds there was a walkway on top of the walls connecting ten-metre guard towers at each corner. We drove through the open gates. Inside, the 100-by-150-metre space had a small mosque and a forty-by-fifty-metre shed that had been used for growing opium hydroponically. Basically it had been a drug factory in the middle of the desert. Inside the shed, we slept in sleeping bags, as did the SEALS and Marines, about a hundred blokes. Outside was a cooking area and a table where we mixed freely. Everyone was on hard rats [rations].

    That first night, the Taliban decided to attack. We were stood-to as tracers and rockets came in and the Americans sent out a salvo of mortars. The Marines were hooking in with 25 millimetre cannons on the LAVs, and in Cobras. For forty-five minutes we watched the light show, taking it pretty lightly within the safety of the compound, until one of the gun ships came back to refuel. The pilot had ‘brown out’. Blinded by dust he tilted over and smashed into the ground. There was an almighty explosion and rescue crews raced over. Suddenly it was serious: we didn’t think the two pilots would survive but they did, amazingly.

    Before any insertion, we have a lockdown, which means we are isolated from the rest of the world, so it wasn’t until RHINO that I heard about the al-Qa’ida and Taliban prisoner revolt up at Qali-e Jangi Fort in the city of Mazar-e Sharif. The CIA had been interrogating prisoners and many were still armed. In the revolt a CIA officer was killed, along with thirty Northern Alliance and 500 prisoners. Over the next few days casualties and prisoners from the fort were coming through RHINO, it being the only American base at the time. We had a couple of funerals for Northern Alliance fighters. I’d seen bodies in hospitals when training as a medic but this was the first time I’d seen the casualties of war. Most were in body bags. I walked past one bloke strapped to a stretcher. He was filthy. I presumed he was dead. Later I was told he was alive and an American.

    The prisoners were brought in blindfolded as part of a disorientation process to soften them up. They were kept in a metal shipping container with a small grille cut in one side, a guard making sure they didn’t talk. Although the Americans did not officially give them the status of POW, they were given the treatment accorded to POWs—medical attention, three meals a day and so on. After Kandahar fell on 9 December, most of them were taken to the new prison camp up there. The Taliban leader, Mullah Mohammad Omar, remained elusive but the Taliban’s military leader, Muhammed Atef, was reportedly killed and a thousand of his men were held in Kandahar. From there six hundred-odd were sent to Guantanamo Bay. Later I toured the prison. Groups of twenty to thirty prisoners were sitting behind barbed wire on fluffy rugs under canvas. They had outside latrines with no walls and were not allowed to talk. Most had been given a copy of the Quran. A lot of them were wounded, so the Red Cross provided medical care. Some were even having their rotten teeth pulled out. I remember thinking that if we were POWs I doubt we would have been given the same treatment. Even so, I would not like to have swapped places, having gone through the SAS’s interrogation training session, and that was with people I knew wouldn’t kill me.

    Within a hundred-kilometre radius of RHINO there were mud villages and compounds that were suspected to house Taliban, and the jobs on offer were doing recons and applying pressure. As in Timor, and before any operation, for the first three days the US Operations Commander would go ‘I need someone to look at this village’, and three groups would compete for the job, our OC telling a patrol commander ‘Righto, we need to figure this out’, so the patrol commander can tell his 2IC to prepare. The rest of us run around getting the gear ready according to our role. I’d be in charge of the vehicle type, say motorbikes, the fuel, smoke flares and strobes to be recognized by the Cobras and Apache gun ships. The sig [signaller] would get his radios and code words together. We’d all be getting the appropriate weapons and ammo, food and water, sorting out the signals to use, looking at the maps and planning what we would do if things went wrong: memorizing all the grid references for safe zones, who we would meet, the dates and times—it’s an endless job. Then our OC would go ‘We didn’t get that job. Figure out how we’re going to do this job’ and instantly—snap—right, pack the gear, forget all the previous stuff and start again: another vehicle type, new maps, code words and grids. We did this for three eighteen-hour days, preparing for three jobs that didn’t happen. Your cynical part starts saying ‘Why bother with that detail?’ but every time you have to do it one hundred per cent right, because this time might mean action. It was high pressure, tiring and mind-boggling and you had to keep a clear head. If you knew your family was okay, it was one less thing to worry about.

    The Northern Alliance had walked into Kabul on 13 November. We were hearing reports that Afghanis were burning the black Taliban flag and we began to think the war would be over before we’d started. That’s why, when my patrol commander asked if I’d like to be a sniper for another patrol, I said ‘Sure.’ Our job was to do a recon on some buildings. If we found Taliban, the Marines would do a raid.

    We set about camouflaging six four-wheel Polaris motorbikes and our weapons, sniper rifles—50 cal and 7.62—machine guns and rocket launchers, painting them with paint we found in the shed, throwing dirt over them and concealing their shape with burlap [hessian]. Instant cam. Our uniforms were desert cam, and we cut down on anything that shone. We met the crew of the two Chinooks that were inserting us, finding out how they wanted us to load and where they were going to land in relation to each other, so at night, we knew exactly where everyone would be, right down to the order we would come off. Finally we strapped three bikes into each helo.

    We landed after midnight and it was like driving onto a billiard table: a flat, treeless, rock-strewn desert to the horizon. The moon was too bright for comfort, the NVGs making it look like daylight. For the rest of the night we rode the bikes, guided by the GPS [Global Positioning System] on our tanks, intermittently checking our maps. By early morning we had come to a depression on the edge of a river and set up an LUP [lying up place], from where we could defend ourselves and make a quick escape.

    The patrol commander and I moved forward a kilometre, taking our camera and radio gear, to an OP [observation post] from where we could watch a small compound 800 metres away. For the next two days we rotated in two-hour shifts. Visibility in the desert is phenomenal but all we could see was a family who seemed to be caretakers. The only movement was cars pulling up, probably to deliver food. Another compound about a kilometre away was of greater interest. It flew the Taliban flag and vehicles were coming and going, with armed people dressed in black. We sent back intelligence.

    We slept in the clothes we were wearing: light thermals and cams. I rigged a plastic hootchie over the edge of the bike, to keep the wind and most of the rain off. It was cold and damp but not as cold as it was going to get. For food we had enough for one meal a day: dehyds (dehydrated rations) that you mix with water and heat on a pump fuel stove that we dug a hole for. We’d heat one pot a day, and only in daylight. Otherwise we survived on biscuits, cheese and lollies.

    Just before moving out four camels strolled across the path we had made between our LUP and OP. We were on edge, knowing somebody would be looking for them. Sure enough, two blokes with another two camels came along. We saw them checking our tracks and looking around. You could read their minds—‘I don’t want to be here’—and off they went.

    The end result of that three-day recon was a raid by the Marines on the second compound, where the men surrendered their weapons without a fight. On our return to RHINO we heard that the Americans were bombing the cave systems at Tora Bora and that Osama bin Laden had escaped. In the following week I went on another three-day recon with my own patrol, and after sixteen days at RHINO it was time to leave for Kandahar. Just before we left, US Major General J Ν Mattis, a Vietnam veteran, gave us a pep talk about how much he appreciated the work we were doing. He referred to the time when we were gearing up for that second patrol. Eight vehicles were lined up at the front gate. It’s a big thing going through the perimeter. Inside you have protection, outside is no man’s land, so it’s a mental barrier and we were joking around. Mattis said, ‘Seeing all you men and your vehicles cammed up ready to go, I remember thinking, “If any of those poor silly Taliban meet up with you, I feel sorry for them”.’ We were thinking the same.

    Before dawn on 21 December, the squadron lined up at the gates: a Unimog fuel truck, eight or nine guys on motorbikes each with a rifle slung over his shoulder and fifteen Land Rovers and LRPVs [Long Range Patrol Vehicles]. By this time we’d all grown beards—at least those who could, those who couldn’t being constantly paid out. The fifteen-hour drive to Kandahar was over rough roads and dry river beds in the south, at one point the Unimog truck getting bogged in sand. The only signs of life were the occasional nomad and their goats.

    We had yet to figure whether the Afghanis were going to be on our side, and had to pass through the town of Lashkargah, which had a Wild West reputation. The one and only time the SEALS had driven through was at three in the morning. When we arrived the bloke in charge of the cable across the main street, which was used to stop travellers so they pay a tax, immediately opened the road. In broad daylight we drove through the narrow streets, bordered by high walls and guard towers. The locals were armed and dressed in black but a lot of them waved and laughed, as if excited to see the first foreign military vehicles driving through town! Kids were running down the alleys just to have a look. It was almost a carnival atmosphere, although some of them looked serious. I think they were in shock.

    North of Lashkargah, the landscape was more undulating, with distant mountains. Low concrete bridges crossed rivers, which now had water in them, but there were no crops. It was not until we got closer to Kandahar and up around Kabul that irrigation supported orchards and fields of grain, bound by low mud walls. By evening we were on the outskirts of Kandahar, the Taliban heartland—another town the Americans avoided. We took the risk. The walls were covered with pro-Taliban graffiti in English and Pashtu, announcing ‘Mullah Omar, Protector of Kandahar’. The narrow-walled streets were ideal for an ambush: armed men were everywhere, all giving the impression they thought they were shit hot. We waved to them.

    I remember seeing an RPG rocket pointing straight at me, on the shoulder of a bloke climbing over a wall. I’m thinking ‘Is this bloke going to shoot or is he coming to say G’day?’ I’m pointing my rifle at him and he has this silly grin on his face and I’m thinking ‘Yeah, just point that thing the other way and we’ll be great mates.’ I’m sure they knew our rules of engagement, or at least they were seasoned enough to know that if they pointed their weapon at you, you were going to shoot. Whenever we drove past, they pointed their big guns skyward.

    After being in the desert it was strange seeing bananas, oranges and vegetables in the Kandahar markets. Whether they were grown locally or brought in from Pakistan or Iran, I don’t know. Some shanty-type shops had English words like ‘Pharmacy’ and ‘Optometrist’. Only a few of the rundown mud-brick buildings were bomb-affected.

    We arrived at the international airport about four kilometres outside town and set up in an old hospital. From here we did a few short patrols and two long patrols of thirty to thirty-five days, going as far south as Lashkargah and to the Pakistan and Iranian borders. I was one of two drivers in my patrol, each car having a vehicle commander and a gunner. A driver has to be switched on, driving long distances, often in NVGs, tactically moving the vehicle into a spot, or out of harm’s way, following roads or not following them, getting out of bogs, all the time looking for mines.

    The long patrols were arduous. It was getting colder and our Land Rovers were open-topped. It only snowed a few times but there were days when it was minus 16 degrees Celsius, and you can’t get away from that sort of cold. We had beanies, hiking boots and army-issue thermals. A couple of us country blokes had the blue Jackie Howe singlet, Jackie Howe being a famous Queensland shearer. Now a Jackie Howe is not cold weather kit but we would step out of the tent and say, ‘I think it’s a double Jackie Howe today’ We had our cams, a polar fleece jacket and a Japara jacket that was like a Gortex raincoat that stops the wind and rain but lets the sweat out. We still froze. Yet on our first long patrol no one was going to be the first to wear his thermal pants. Then ET caught out our patrol commander on a toilet stop. Everyone gave him stick, but after that we all started slipping into our thermals. It might sound stupid but, as the Regiment’s saying goes, ‘Always a little further.’ It doesn’t matter how much further ... always a bit more ... until the job’s done. As it got even colder, we got balaclavas and Nuroprene facemasks. Blokes were still getting frost nip on their ears, nose and fingers. Our water was ice, so blokes weren’t drinking a lot and over time we became dehydrated. The harder it got, the more we’d joke.

    
      [image: ]
      Afghanistan

    

    All but the poorest people lived in compounds, either one big compound or a series of family compounds, complete with towers. It was medieval. The great iron gates were often painted with scenery like a waterfall, forest or snow-covered mountain. Then there were the big hairy Afghan hounds used to guard the compounds, as savage as. To warn off the dogs, and as a method of entry, I always took a shotgun.

    A lot of buildings sported pro-Taliban graffiti, but it contradicted our reception. The kids were the same as kids all over the world—inquisitive, smiling, barefoot—and most of the adults were happy to talk. They wanted us there. We ended up buying the traditional flat-topped, rolled-up camel hair hats. They are very warm and the locals loved it. We always mentioned we were Australian. In Afghanistan cricket was the key, many Afghanis having spent time in Pakistan. One bloke, who spoke no English, knew all about Shane Warne.

    We might stop and ask how they were going and what they thought of the war, to piece together the puzzle. Nobody was Taliban. Most said they were Northern Alliance, and this meant they could keep their weapons. We’d ask each other, ‘Where are those wily Taliban?’ A lot of them were worried about planes, because the Yanks had done a lot of bombing. They’d ask ‘You’re not going to bomb us, are you?’ but they were friendly, hospitable, rural people. It didn’t matter how poor they were, they couldn’t do enough for you. Some would invite us into their visitor’s room and bring out what could be their last bit of tea, sugar, pickled fruit or vegetables. We always accepted their hospitality so as not to be rude, but would try to leave behind more than we’d taken—maybe diesel for their lamp, tea, sugar, or utensils, not making a big deal of it. We had heaps compared to them. Underneath you didn’t know their real sympathies. A lot of them would have supported the Taliban. That doesn’t mean they believed in what the Taliban were doing. It was a way of surviving.

    It was on the patrols out from Kandahar that the squadron came across numerous Taliban ammo dumps and al-Qa’ida training camps. We took one ammo dump mid-January, three weeks into our first long patrol. It was on a hill next to a village. Around the perimeter were three tanks and four artillery pieces, left over from the Soviet occupation. The amount of gear in the underground bunkers was phenomenal. You’d go down stairs dug into the ground. Two bunkers were forty metres long, five metres wide and five metres high, with beams holding up the earth. Three smaller bunkers were four metres long. All were filled with mostly Russian-made RPG rockets, land mines, artillery and mortar rounds, various types of ammunition, as well as helmets and sights; a bit of American stuff; a lot of ordnance on the ground outside. We spent the next four days doing a stocktake, disabling the artillery pieces, rigging the tanks and wiring the rest of the place. We didn’t have many explosives, so we pulled mines apart and made our own.

    When we first arrived a crowd of about two hundred men from the village had gathered to meet us. We were totally outnumbered but they were happy that we were cleaning up the place. As the afternoon wore on, they started going home, Slipper asking four or five to stay to keep the rest away—for safety reasons. On the second night Mel chased away two blokes who’d come to steal mines.

    On the fourth day we were back at the vehicles ready to light the fuse and blast the hill when we heard an explosion and a scream. I thought it was a local. We raced back up and there’s Mel, having stepped on a bloomin’ mine at the entrance of a bunker, trying to walk out, knowing nine tons of explosives were ready to go. Mel had lost two toes and shattered bones in his foot and ankle. His face and eyes were damaged. One medic got the morphine, one set up a stretcher and another took his obs. I remember Mel saying ‘This is killing me,’ and I’m going ‘Well no, that’s one thing it’s not doing.’ I think everybody was thinking the same: that this could have been far worse.

    Because we were halfway between Kandahar and Kabul the Americans flew a helo from both places. They pulled out all stops. After a US Black Hawk took Mel to Kandahar we lit the fuse. It was a big bang, with a giant billowing black cloud. We were 800 metres away but bits of metal were flying past us. While we had been doing this, another SAS troop had come across a huge al-Qa’ida training camp with loads of weapons, including tanks, and large numbers of fighters, in the Shahi Knot Mountains. Instead of following it through, we were sent south. A month later it was to become the scene of Operation Anaconda.

    There was no shortage of ammunition but water for washing was in short supply. For the first six weeks we didn’t wash. After two days in Kandahar, cleaning up and re-gearing, we’d go on another job: a one- to three-day recon and assault—say, six hours’ drive out of Kandahar, targeting an al-Qa’ida training camp or compound that American intelligence said was of interest. Once we were sent to a farmhouse in the middle of an opium poppy field. We didn’t find anything and debated whether to burn the poppies. It was one of those moral decisions you have to make on the spot. We decided against it: it was their only way of feeding their families.

    To check out one al-Qa’ida training camp, my patrol was inserted by helo onto a ridgeline three metres wide with a 150-metre drop on one side and a sixty-metre drop on the other. That was a blood rush. The point of insertion is when you are most vulnerable and normally we would go like the clappers but because of the terrain we moved ten metres and waited for dawn. We walked the rest of the way—six kilometres through rough pink-grey mountains, hard going with a pack on—to set up an OP about a kilometre from the camp, where the squadron was doing an assault the next day.

    The camp was a substantial set-up among ravines, with gun pits and sniper hides cut into the mountains. In an area twelve kilometres by three kilometres there were shooting ranges, a demolition range, a hospital, clusters of buildings for accommodating hundreds of people, groups of latrines in different areas—much like our military bases at Holsworthy and Lavarack Barracks. The only ways in or out were by walking over the mountains or by a single road, with gun pits all the way along, where a car could be seen for thirty kilometres. Extensive as it was, it wasn’t as well set up as a lot of the camps we found.

    We’d been there four hours when across the mountain came a man of about thirty and a fifteen-year-old boy dressed in black. It was our impression that they were looking for us, probably having heard the helicopters the night before. Knowing our rules of engagement, they were unarmed and walked straight up. This happened time after time in Afghanistan. Having established our position the pair wanted to go but we weren’t about to let them. We got on the radio to an American mob, and they put on an interpreter. Our Afghani friend was basically a tribesman and here was someone speaking Pashtu on a handset. When we got him to talk into it, he was yelling and talking to us, as if the radio was an interpreting machine. He was adamant that he wanted to go, but the interpreter was equally insistent: ‘You have to stay until tomorrow’ Finally the two Afghans resigned themselves to being our guests. We fed them biscuits and chewing gum—they didn’t want anything else—and they rolled up in two of our sleeping bags, waking the next morning after the squadron had started the assault. Off they went, as happy as. It was probably the warmest night they’d bloomin’ had.

    With some camps, Squadron Headquarters would call in American bombers, but with this one the squadron flew in to clear it. One of the helicopters had a rough landing: lost the front wheel over the side of a hill. They had to winch the Land Rover out. The pilot was a female Marine, so word went round: ‘You can’t trust them woman drivers.’ The squadron spent two days blowing up ammunition. We came across a lot of literature, photographs and training videos. I saw some horrific photographs of Africans having their hands or heads cut off and crowds carrying around human body parts. Perhaps they were used to instil fear or to desensitize people, or both. But this was one of hundreds of al-Qa’ida training camps in Afghanistan. The one near Kandahar airport could sleep a thousand people in rooms full of stretchers. Seeing the number of camps, and those photos, opened our eyes to how truly evil al-Qa’ida is.

    Most camps were near villages and the word through the interpreters was that the villagers were forced to supply food, water and labour. When we arrived at a camp we were usually outnumbered but they were outgunned and no one wanted a fight. The people of interest had gone. At the time we didn’t know where, but we probably met up with some in Operation Anaconda, and others had probably returned to their villages. Those who stayed seemed happy that the training camps were being destroyed. They were caretakers, sympathizers, looters or people living there because they had nowhere else to live. None admitted to being al-Qa’ida or Taliban. All of them wanted to be on our side. In the whole time in Afghanistan we never received fire. Maybe they did not want to mess with us, except one man, who had a go at me for how I was wearing my Afghani hat.

    Two weeks into our second patrol, on 16 February, we were travelling across country. My patrol’s two vehicles were about five kilometres ahead of Andy Russell’s patrol, the OC’s vehicles behind them, when Andy’s vehicle went through a water channel. His left front tyre hit a thirty-year-old Soviet anti-tank mine—about eight kilos of explosives. Andy was nearest the explosion. We got a radio message to come back to secure the area and in the meantime, because we were too far out for a helo to come without a refuel, the Americans sent a C-130 with 3 PJs [Air Force paramedics in the Special Tactics Squadron]. In the middle of the night they parachuted into the old minefield. Pretty brave. We had exhausted our supplies of morphine, bandages and IV fluid, so the PJs got out theirs, then all we could do was wait for a helo.

    We stayed on the spot that night, taking turns on piquet. The next morning we heard that Andy had died in the helicopter. Jason Cunningham, one of the PJs who flew back with Andy, was pretty cut up about his death. Back in Kandahar he developed something of a bond with the Australians, but he was one of eight Americans who died at Anaconda sixteen days later ...

    We had mixed feelings: sad for Andy, but grateful that the other four blokes in the vehicle were still alive. We had spent two and a half months driving around a country with the highest concentration of land mines anywhere bar Cambodia, and it was like ‘Where does good luck finish?’ By the end of four months we’d done 15 000 bloomin’ kilometres and we only hit one mine. That’s good odds. It’s a different headspace. Walking around with guns, looking for people to shoot, you have to keep hold of two realities—the one you are in, and the one back home—and what is acceptable in one is not acceptable in the other. Andy’s father was a Vietnam veteran. Andy was a great bloke. At his funeral every nice thing they said about him was true.

    Along the highway to Kabul, boys would see us coming and run to the edge of the road to shovel dirt into potholes. All the local truck drivers threw them money and we got into the habit of throwing them something. Once, Nick threw a mini Mars bar. The kids scattered, as if he’d thrown a grenade. Kabul was an eye opener. Up until then we’d seen a country of tribes and villages but Kabul was a modern city of concrete buildings and lots of people, all war-affected. One wall might be standing and there would be a family living in a pile of rubble. Kabul had been a major trading centre. Only a generation ago many Kabul women lived like Western women. Now they were in burkas, many widowed and begging in the street.

    By late February we were on our way to Operation Anaconda. My troop was inserted five days beforehand, to do recons and cut off escape routes. We drove south and skirted grey mountains that soared 3300 metres above sea level. The country was rugged—the sort that people were saying was impossible to win in—but we were acclimatized. Another troop, who flew into Anaconda from Kuwait via Bagram Air Base, was affected by altitude: bleeding noses and nausea.
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      Andy Russell outside Kandahar, January 2001, courtesy of Australian Government, Department of Defence.

    

    The Yanks kept telling us, ‘We’ll be in and out in no time’, but we knew Anaconda was going to be big. In the valley were villages and hundreds of fighters living in caves, and they were armed: tanks, SAMs [surface-to-air missiles], all types of anti-aircraft guns, mortar tubes, artillery and RPGs. The Americans probably thought the people would surrender without a fight, like the rest of Afghanistan, but we were sending reports back: ‘We can see twenty fighters. At least four of them are white.’ As it turned out, there were heaps of Chechens and Uzbeks, so my theory is that it wasn’t like a Chechen could walk up and say ‘I want to go back to the Chechnya.’ This was going to be their last stand.

    We had taken fuel and water for twelve days and slept in two-man civilian hiking tents, by this time the temperature’s only minus nine. There were a few nights when it snowed. Snow covered the mountain peaks. A couple of our patrols that were inserted by helo directly influenced the battle, calling in planes twenty-four hours a day. They also ran an OP and piquet, and collected snow for water. They didn’t have enough rations for the days they were up there but with something this big there was no way they were going to go back because they were short.

    After a night of bombing, early on 2 March, 300 to 400 allied Pashtun fighters went in from the west in their colourful ‘jingle’ trucks [so-named because they were decorated with chains that rattled as they moved]. They got pummelled with artillery. The trucks stopped and the Pashtuns got out to take cover, only to find that both sides of the road were mined. As they pulled out they were still taking fire. They lost a lot of blokes.

    Around the same time, about two hundred Rangers, and one of our signallers and a warrant officer, flew in from the east in MH-47 twin-bladed Chinooks, to be inserted on a ridgeline. As soon as they hit the ground they came under fire from small arms, RPGs and mortars, which knocked out their mortar tube. As they scrambled for cover, many Americans dropped their packs, but our signaller kept his, so for the rest of the day, while they dug in for the fire fight, he was in radio communication with Bagram. Thirty were wounded.

    We were three kilometres away, so we couldn’t see the action but we were close enough to see the smoke. Our blokes on the mountain we called Three Zero One Zero were calling in air support. Apache gun ships provided air cover and a few returned to base damaged by RPG fire. Eighteen hours after the initial insertion two helos carrying twenty Rangers flew in to do a medivac and rescue. One helo crashed and had casualties. The other landed but, detecting RPG fire, lifted off and a SEAL fell out of the helo. The SEAL was involved in a fire fight with four to six enemy before being captured and killed. A second rescue was launched from Gardeyz, the closest town, with some of our SAS and American Special Forces. They managed to recover people and seven bodies, but not the SEAL’s.

    From 2 to 11 March, it was one big noisy light show. Apparently a thermobaric bomb was used early on, like at Tora Bora. The whole sky from about 10 000 to 30 000 feet was layer upon layer of planes and gun ships getting ready for different missions, from unmanned Predators to an AWACS—an airborne mobile control tower—its crew collating all the information about who wanted fire, who should give it and in what order. At night there were B-l and B-52 bombers and C-130s, with its three scopes, including thermal and infrared, and carrying twenty-millimetre cannon, grenade launchers and artillery weapon systems, and during the day the F-15 and F-16 jet fighters flew in from Pakistan, Turkmenistan and Diego Garcia. In between were Apaches and Cobras firing rockets. It was continuous. We’d see half a dozen aircraft at any one time and hear the rest over the radio. After a while you’d go ‘Will you blokes shut up? I want to get some sleep.’

    Our sigs were in communication with the pilots. The rest of us could only watch and listen. One time an F-16 came in for a bomb run. He dropped his bombs and was coming up, and we could see a SAM heading straight at him. I was trying to will him out of there. He’s bucking and turning and diving and going straight up, throwing flares and chaff at 1200 kilometres an hour, but I still wanted him to go faster.

    It wasn’t overkill. A machine gun would be taken out and two hours later, there would be another machine gun at the same cave entrance. The blokes at Anaconda were giving us the finger. They had artillery with a range of seven kilometres but we were not advertising our position and at night we’d move around. We did foot patrols up ravines that were likely escape routes and came across donkeys laden with rockets, just walking themselves into the mountains, or nomads and their tents and goats. We’d search their tents but found nothing. In the middle of Anaconda they were just going about their lives! At different times we lined up with other patrols or set up ambushes after reports came through that people were escaping. We stopped a lot of cars. All the ones we searched were full of women, children and old men, probably from the villages. One patrol stopped a heap of American journalists who were driving into the valley. Crazy!

    In the last days we were sent into a village and bagged a Pashtun whose house was full of literature on ambushes and military tactics. We handed him over to the Americans. We saw black-clad armed fighters in the hills four hundred metres away and called in the A-10s. An estimated 100 to 500 al-Qa’ida and Taliban were killed at Anaconda but a lot of fighters got away, probably fleeing to the Pakistan border fifty kilometres to the east. After we left, troops went in to clear the weapons caches.

    By mid-March we were on our way back to Kandahar and the following week we flew to Kuwait, where we cleaned our gear, had a debrief—a group interview and a one-on-one—and did a bit of winding down: shopping or going to a movie, a café or the gym, by this time everyone saying ‘Let’s go home.’ Nineteen days after Anaconda we were back in Australia and glad to be home. The threat of mines, especially, takes its toll. At any time, you could drive or walk on one. To take a pee you end up walking in the footprints of the bloke in front.

    In the months I was away, Clare coped, even with our youngest having a serious medical problem that involved an operation. Apparently one day, my kids and Sock’s kids were watching Fatcat and Friends on TV when there was a newsbreak: ‘The Taliban are falling back’, and all the kids starting cheering. Four-year-old Tom and the other boys were jumping and yelling, ‘We’re winning! Dad’s winning!’ like it was a football game.

    One problem with Afghanistan was that the US hierarchy had a blanket rule of banning alcohol. It doesn’t seem to worry them, but for Australians it was a contentious issue. We could fire a $100 000 missile, we had power over life or death, but after a month’s patrol they’d give you a can of Coke. To compensate we smoked Cuban cigars. The whole troop came back puffing cigars. I was enjoying a drink, but that wasn’t about Afghanistan. It was more about babysitting five kids while Clare and a friend went to Bali for a break. When I realized what I was doing I cut it out.

    Every experience changes a person, but not necessarily uncontrollably. Even from training, you come home hyper-alert. After Afghanistan, I’d be walking in the bush behind our house, and would find myself looking at the ground for land mines, unconsciously stepping in other people’s footsteps. Another adjustment is driving a car. In Afghanistan, we owned the road. As for not liking crowds, I’ve never liked them. Any overseas deployment makes you think about people and the way they live, and what people like the Taliban do to them. One of the biggest adjustments was seeing so many women again. I could count on one hand the number of times I saw an Afghani woman’s face. Even women in burkas would hurry inside or be pushed inside when they saw us coming.

    There’s a lot of stuff you want to put out of your head and that’s why I don’t tell Clare. She has a sense of what I’ve done, but why worry her for the next time? Also you are enjoying being home with the family, especially after a week or so, because it takes time to settle: just the freedom to be able to go for a walk along the beach with the kids or to the fridge when you feel like it. It’s good to take a break from the blokes.

    We knew Afghanistan was just the start of America’s ‘war on terror’. I think there are different plans for different countries, and nobody was surprised that Iraq was the next focus. Whether we had UN support did not worry me; most UN actions don’t run smoothly. My only concern was whether the Australian people would support us. This was not based on what my father told me—he’s never talked about it—but I’d read how Vietnam veterans were treated. It’s hard enough living with memories, let alone being vilified for them. The majority of blokes, when they see a protest, think: ‘The reason we do what we do is to allow you the right to protest.’ There’s one protest I’d prefer to remember: after Afghanistan a lone man dressed in a suit held up a placard: ‘Welcome home fellas: a job well done’.

    I wasn’t worried about it being a pre-emptive strike. Iraq had pre-empted on Iran and Kuwait. After seeing what the Afghani people had been through, how happy they were to be lifted of that oppression, in my mind the Number One reason was to give Iraqis a chance to live and bring up their families. The other reason was that even if Saddam Hussein did not have chemical and biological weapons, he had used them, he wanted to have them, and as soon as the UN sanctions were lifted he would immediately go about getting them. In most blokes’ minds it was ‘if we don’t go in now, is my son going to have to do it in fifteen years’ time?’ So we watched the picture unfold and pre-empted. The other squadrons were rotating through Afghanistan, and that left my squadron back on the front plate. The others were squealing!

    We had three Arabic speakers including a bloke who became known in the media as Trooper X. He got recognition after an attack involving twenty Iraqi military. Under fire he used his Javelin missile off his shoulder to shoot a truck, his rifle to knock out a mortar tube, and a 50 cal machine gun to destroy vehicles and scatter the Iraqis. Some Iraqis held up a white flag. When they got nearer they lowered their ‘stick’ and started shooting. Nearby others were surrendering, so Trooper X used his sniper rifle until all who were left surrendered.

    The rest of us did some language training and I did a Forward Air Controller course on the East Coast to call in planes. We did the normal lectures, revising chemical and biological weapons and rehearsing in nuclear-biological-chemical suits. They are heavy, cumbersome and claustrophobic, and bloomin’ hard to fight in. We got top-up injections for anthrax, plague, rabies and typhoid and we carried nerve gas tablets. Back in 98 we got anthrax injections and some blokes were crook for a few days. The effects of chemical or biological weapons are so obscene, any thought of them has to be put out of your mind.

    Operation Falconer was a gradual build-up and we had time with our families. By this stage Tom was seven, Laura was five and Isabelle was almost three. Clare basically took it in her stride although after watching television she would say, ‘This one is different. This is big. This is war.’ It was on and off.

    CLARE: The first weeks after he goes are the worst: the uncertainty. You don’t hear from them. You follow the news. I try to treat it like he is on an exercise—at least that’s what I tell the kids—and I keep busy.

    WILL: Come February 2003 we boarded an Air Holland plane and sat on the airstrip for four hours. Some blokes slept. Others were walking up and down the aisle and doing push-ups. I did a bit of that and read. I’d taken The Iliad and The Odyssey. We finally flew to Diego Garcia to get clearance to go into Kuwait and then we were back in the hangers at Doha, within days flying to a huge air base in the host country. Once again it was awesome to see the enormity of the US war machine. This time 1 was 2IC, as I was in Timor. Four blokes in my patrol were with me in Afghanistan.

    Our primary task was to make sure nothing was fired at the Israelis, in case they retaliated and drew in other Arab nations. We were to identify targets and call in American planes, so we did a bit of training with the C-130s, F-16s, A-10s, and the Little Bird helicopters, making sure we had a chat and a beer with the US pilots so they could put a face to us. We were assured that, unless a missile was about to be launched, no pilot would drop a bomb in our AO [Area of Operation] without our say-so.

    Within two weeks we were ready to go, having been fully booted up with different weapons systems, and rightly so. Those we were facing were better prepared than the wily Taliban, and SAS has a saying: ‘One is none, two is one.’ Personally I had a 50 cal sniper rifle, a 7.62 sniper rifle, a shotgun, a pistol, a Mag 58 machine gun, grenades and forty-millimetre mortars. The vehicle was packed with weapons. But time kept rolling, and it turned out that we had over a month to gear up. It couldn’t have worked out better. Five days before we crossed the fence we’d had every briefing, met every pilot, the cars had been stripped and put back together so many times we knew blindfold where everything was, we had memorized and burnt all our Escape and Evasion codes, and we were flexing.

    One of the things that I enjoy about the Regiment is how the blokes speak their mind. There is not so much of a ‘yes sir, no sir’ mentality, and that flows over to officers in other armies. I remember Colonel Mulholland, the US Commander of the Western Desert, giving the task force a spiel before we moved forward. At the end he said, ‘Is there anything you fellas want before you go?’ After a moment’s silence I said ‘Yes, Sir, when are we going to get some beer?’ The General took a step back. ‘Well... if that is an Australian tradition, it is not for me to interfere.’ Then ET piped up: ‘We wouldn’t mind a few Stingers, Sir.’ Now, Stingers are about $100 000 a piece, but they were ideal protection from Iraqi helicopters, which we had no weapons systems for. Straight faced, the General responded, ‘Well, I’ll see what I can do. So let me get this right. What I am taking away from this is you Aussies want beer and Stingers?’ It was pretty funny. We got both.

    We spent the nights of 16 and 17 March in the second staging camp, a city of tents. We were informed that Bush wasn’t satisfied that Saddam had pulled out a few rockets and had given Saddam a 48-hour deadline to leave the country. It was exciting. We were confident, although there were all the normal worries: Are we all going to make it home? Am I going to perform well? I visualize how I want to perform and run it over in my mind.

    A liaison officer from the host country went with us everywhere and on the night of the eighteenth we told him we were going to the range for a shoot. We drove to the range, test-fired our weapons and kept driving. He knew which way we were heading and was pissed off, thinking he would be in trouble. We got to the final staging camp and sent Slipper over to talk to him. He refused to talk, although he’d mellowed by the next morning. We were camping with a mob of Green Berets and Scorpions—Iraqi guerrillas who had been inside Iraq gathering information and doing a few raids. Other SAS patrols were to be inserted by Chinook. We were going across country in six-wheeled open LRPVs. The next night we were all gunned up and on our way.

    But nothing is ever that simple. Where we were to cross had a guard post on either side of the border and several berms—deep trenches with levy banks and barbed wire. In the preceding weeks there had been numerous plans for breaching them. The Americans would go: ‘We’ll blanket bomb with B-52s’, and we’re like ‘Yeah but that will leave lots of craters, which will slow us down.’ Then it would be: ‘We’ll hit the border with F-18s and send in infantry.’ In the end they sent fifteen to twenty Iraqi guerrillas to clear the border post—as in kill the guards—while an American engineer unit reduced the berms with shovels.

    The enormity of the crossing weighed on us. This was the first time since Gallipoli that Australian soldiers had invaded a country. We had no illusions about the fact that the whole world, but more importantly Australia, would be watching. All the Diggers, including my father, would be wondering whether we were made of the same stuff. We hoped we would give a good account of ourselves. We crept forward, no worries. After an hour the Iraqis came back, saying ‘No one was there’, which meant they had gone over and probably said, ‘Look, best you fellows ding ding’, which is fair enough. Once the breach was completed, we drove through, the Americans standing on the sidelines, going ‘Give them hell, Aussies.’ We were the first to cross, the Iraqi guerrillas and Americans following—all of us heading for different AOs.

    This time it was not like Afghanistan where they could say ‘I’m Northern Alliance.’ In Iraq, if they had a weapon, they were enemy soldiers and this meant handing over their weapon or being killed, which in theory was going to make it easier: the Western Desert was about to get real noisy.

    Twenty-six minutes after crossing the border, driving at speed across flat stony desert, we had our first contact. When Prime Minister Howard visited President Bush at Camp David, Bush apparently said ‘I hear your fellows got the first contact of the war’, and Howard replied, ‘What did you expect?’

    The convoy was a military bus full of border guards and several trucks loaded with mortars and mortar tubes, travelling with no lights. We saw them through NVGs and stopped, hoping they would drive past. We didn’t want the contact, but they drove straight through the middle of us. The first of our vehicles fired, not to kill but to hit the bus engine. The funny part was, afterwards Chook was saying ‘I was trying to shoot the engine’, and I was going ‘Yeah, but bus engines are in the back, mate, not the front.’ The front had been shot to pieces. The Iraqis were pulled off, we patched up two blokes—one shot in the foot, another in the hand, I don’t think anyone was killed—before telling them to walk. We were going to call in Air to bomb the vehicles.

    The weather was mild—at night only minus 5 degrees Celsius—although we had some big winds and by the end of the six weeks it was up to 43 degrees during the day. On the first night, we stopped for a drink and a bit of a rest between dawn and daylight, to let our eyes adjust. As the sun came over the horizon we heard goat bells, then saw three Bedouin tents and six Bedouins poking about with their goats and sheep. It felt familiar. We had always said, ‘We’re not going to get far without being seen.’ Bedouins were everywhere. Some of them seemed indifferent to our presence, as if cammed-up foreign soldiers in gun buggies were an everyday sight. Others waved. At this stage we weren’t stopping for a chat.
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