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This is a book for those who want to understand what it was like, really like, as a leader to fight in East Timor, Iraq and Afghanistan. For those who want to know about the private journey of one of the great soldiers of his generation. And for those who want to bear witness to what our soldiers did in the service of their country. It is a book for those who believe that all these things matter.

—Major General Stephen Day DSC AM [Now President of the QLD RSL]
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Captain Roger Noble, Al Muthanna State Establishment, Iraq, 1992.


Foreword

Lieutenant General Peter Leahy, AC

This book is different and important because it is different. It provides a look at the major conflicts in which Australia has participated over an extended period and from different angles. It provides an insider’s view of war, coalition warfare with all its inherent complexity, violence and uncertainty. It is at times dense and intense, but that is deliberate. As Roger Noble states, he wants you to see and feel the ‘sausage making’ that goes on around the tactical fights that appear in our popular culture. From East Timor to Iraq to Afghanistan, we get a clear look into the real world of large-scale, violent contests that have shaped our century to date.

The seven chapters cover his six operational tours of duty spanning 26 years. Few, for example, saw Iraq under Saddam Hussein through to the most recent campaign against ISIS in 2016–17. Even fewer are as well placed through their long professional experience to comment on these conflicts and their conduct from the strategic to tactical level.

He does not dodge the hard issues and deals with the difficult circumstances and outcomes that arise because of conflict. He provides a comprehensive view of leadership, command, killing, victory and defeat, terrible loss and injury from the strategic to the tactical to the individual level. He reminds us that war must only be fought when necessary but that when we do fight, we must win. The challenges faced by our soldiers and leaders in Iraq, Afghanistan and East Timor are brought to life through this firsthand account of a participant buried at the centre of the efforts.

His concluding chapter gives us a look at lessons we should consider and learn for next time. We are reminded through his 6 case study experiences that war is a deadly undertaking best executed by the prepared professionals. Our soldiers carry ‘unlimited liability’ on our behalf, and we owe them nothing less than considered, constant respect through a system dedicated to protecting Australia and treasuring their lives and wellbeing.

Roger gives us a unique look at the reality of Coalition warfare and what it takes to build, hold and employ the forces of many nations inside a high conflict environment. His descriptions of our allies and partners reveals that understanding ourselves and our allies, partners and friends is not only essential but should be a continuous undertaking.

He reminds us that the profession of arms is an old and critical capability that underpins our national security. It is a place for professionals not dilettantes. The profession and especially the people who make it up should be our first and highest priority ahead of platforms, systems and weapons. We must be ready for war in the world we live in and that requires a relentless day to day disciplined approach.


Introduction: So, for What It’s Worth

The first line of this diary is written on the A340 Airbus, chartered to move troops and cargo on a routine basis from Australia into and out of the Middle East Area of Operations… it isn’t a bad way to go to war.

Why write a diary? There are a number of reasons. I kept one in Iraq, and I am glad I did. It is a personal record – and records the thoughts and issues of the time in a way that official records never can. Especially in the age of electronic media. Also, I am an historian and think that personal records are a key part of the record. People don’t write letters or keep diaries anymore. Maybe Facebook will fill the gap, but somehow I doubt it.

Personal Diary Entry, Tuesday 29 November 2011,
En Route to Afghanistan

This book has been an idea in my head for many years. During my first tour of duty as a young captain [see cover photo] in 1992, I thought it would be useful, and maybe important, for people to understand what was going on at that time inside Saddam’s Iraq. On my return to Australia, I found there was little or no interest in the media concerning the actions and details of Australians involved with the United Nations Special Commission, Chemical Destruction Group, Iraq. This was despite a high-profile interest in the macro-level confrontation between Iraq and the West. For some reason, detail and firsthand experience were not important or perhaps necessary.

I had learned, and been taught, that detail and understanding matter. When I met normal everyday citizens then and since, I have found them intensely interested in the ‘on the ground’ detail despite the lack of available accounts able to meet this need. This book is a partial effort to fill that need. Australians like to know what their soldiers are doing and how our national contributions are impacting the world.

My personal experiences are not particularly unique, dramatic or noteworthy on an individual level. The value of my experience, in my mind, is the length of time I was engaged, the multiple deployments to the same places, and the variety of positions and appointments I held. I saw the war from a range of demanding command and staff appointments – all at the heart of each conflict. Every angle – from the tactical bottom, from senior command to demanding coalition staff jobs and national bystander roles.

I am certain not all will agree with what I say and conclude. Some will charge that I am a product of the system! On that, I am guilty if charged. I see the world through the eyes of a professional Western soldier who is, by experience and training, a pragmatic realist trained to keep going and make it work. I accept war as an enduring, tragic human reality and know we must win wars when we must fight them.

I can affirm that Australia is afforded access and trust beyond most other nations, and especially by the United States, which allows us into the inner sanctum of planning and operations. My experiences benefited from this reality. We are also respected by many nations and trusted to be ‘honest brokers’. I was a direct beneficiary of this trust and respect, and I was charged, amongst many other things, with protecting that special, hard-earned place.

There are many stories and individual contributions to these wars that are rarely the subject of popular culture or widespread attention. I remember thinking the toughest job I ever saw was the medical staff at the reception point for casualties at a major hospital in Iraq in 2005 – I knew I couldn’t do it and was thankful they could. It made me think differently when I next watched M*A*S*H. I remember watching young soldiers defuse IEDs in Afghanistan – day after day – thinking, Could I do it? Probably not. When I watched The Hurt Locker, I thought of them. Yet there are many contributions, great and small, that all feed to the outcome.

I intend that you can see some of ‘the sausage making’ and appreciate the intractable problem solving and violent consequences that are the only certain reality in all these conflicts. The results of failure were never disgruntled shareholders or poor sales figures; they were our dead and wounded, ramp ceremonies and loss. It is almost impossible to explain the focus, the intensity, and the grim determination necessary to drive forward day after day against committed, ruthless enemies.

This book deals with my six operational deployments from Iraq 1992, at the age of 26, through to my third and final tour in that country, where I turned 50 in a helicopter over Fallujah in 2016. I had the good fortune to arrive at critical times for East Timor, Afghanistan, and Iraq. I saw Iraq under Saddam in post-Gulf War Iraq, then again in one of the bleakest counterinsurgency years of 2005 and finally for large-scale combat operations against ISIS/Daesh in 2016. I left on the original Afghanistan deployments immediately post-9/11 while smoke still rose from New York and returned at the peak of the large-scale counterinsurgency and nation-building effort of 2011–2012. My East Timor experience was after the high-profile INTERFET intervention. I sat at staff college in 1999, cursing my luck at missing INTERFET, but then found myself deployed at the peak of counter-militia combat and security operations along the East–West Timor Border in 2000.

My deployments as a set revealed recurring and enduring themes and patterns of note, while all being different and unique. Certainly, I took lessons and experiences and used them with each new challenge. Hopefully, you will see the patterns and the value of experience when combined with a learning mindset.

Bewildering complexity was the everyday norm, exacerbated by the immediate, 24/7, globally connected information environment that now dominates life and war in the 21st century. In 1992, I was writing letters and making exorbitant Inmarsat phone calls home, but by 2016, it was FaceTime and direct, immediate connectivity. As one SASR soldier said in 2002 at Bagram: ‘Modern war means I can call home for dinner, but I can’t get a shower.’ Dealing with the unexpected and this environmental reality was often simultaneously black comedy and high ‘plotless’ drama. I aim to give a taste of this by describing some of the events and incidents that arise and evolve without notice and in ways that are impossible to predict.

This book is a testimony to the enduring need for a highly competent profession of arms in the West. It is not a trade or an amateur undertaking. Over these years, there was not a single day when I didn’t learn or deepen my understanding. I saw the pattern and power of our body of knowledge, imperfect and incomplete as it will always be. Informed, disciplined and calculated decision-making, based on professional expertise and experience, is critical to success in war. Even when you have it, you may not win, but you need it, even in the losing.

I conclude the book with a chapter of 11 observations for the future. Over time, I saw repeated errors across different contexts. Learning by doing is critical, but when we can save lives and increase our performance through reading, study and reflection, we should take it. I have tried to distil my experience into some core ‘lessons’ that are mine and mine alone, but are offered as a record and as food for thought. Australians are generally mercifully free from experiencing war firsthand. We have largely kept it from our shores through planning, judicious commitments and luck. The feeling of knowing you are repeating an error is always frustrating, but in the realm of military action, it should be avoided if at all possible. Whenever and wherever Australians face war, they need to be well-prepared and able to leverage every ounce of prior experience. Given the nature of the modern world, this is more important than ever.

I am not writing history, although I am a trained historian. I have based my writing on my own recollections, which I am quite certain are far from perfect (you have to be certain about something!). As with every writer relying on personal recollections, I am aware that my thoughts immediately began to order themselves and ‘right dress’ the moment an action began or an event was complete. Real-time action is messy and chaotic. Time and distance have a way of smoothing out the bumps. My recollections, however, are anchored wherever possible by the personal diaries, notes, and references I have drawn from each operational experience.

My deliberate intention has been to give my own assessment of the times, the atmosphere and the people involved. It is a personal account. It is about my time and my experience through my own eyes. This is always completely subjective, but hopefully will contribute positively to the broader record over time. At best, it will prove to be an inaccurate record, and I apologise to those who saw things differently.

I have focused on my own experience, but nothing is done alone. The Army is a team.

I had the very great fortune to serve with and for a great many outstanding officers, soldiers and civilians. I don’t mention them all, but the people were the most important thing. I especially thank the officers and soldiers of AMTG 1. As a commanding officer, everyone thinks you are in charge and knows (or hopes) you know what you are doing. The truth is you control very little and rely on so many to act, behave and operate in a disciplined, thinking and courageous way – day in, day out. I had 26 years of high-quality support, advice, good humour, professionalism and friendship on operations. This is the essence of Army service. I am so thankful for it. It matters more than anything.

I have not set out to rewrite military theory either. Where I have personal opinions on war and the way ahead, I have written them down. I believe they are a synthesis of experience, study and 38 years in the profession. Plenty will disagree with me, but that is the nature of responses to any attempted generalisations or theoretical conclusions. Hopefully, it will prove useful for thinking about the problems we face and how we may navigate the uncertain future.

Our soldiers deserve to be professionally led by those committed to understanding the profession and learning from past experience. This doesn’t occur as automatically or as much as you might think.

So, for what it’s worth …



Iraq
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Afghanistan

[image: ]


Chapter 1

‘The Most Dangerous Place in the World’

Iraq, 1992

Operation Blazer, Iraq, 1992

Habbaniyah Air Base, Al Anbar Province

Central Iraq

2 July 1992

The ramp of the German C-160 aircraft slowly descended, giving me my first glimpse of Iraq. I will never forget it or the feeling I had. It was simultaneously familiarity and disappointment. It looked like where I had come from. Away from the tourist spots, northern and central Australia is a hard, dry place and here it was again – only with more rubbish. Forty-four-gallon metal drums littered the desert off the end of the runway; rubbish blew in the dust across the desert. Twisted piles of scrap metal were randomly sprinkled around. What looked like a hardened, crumbling concrete bunker stood alone at the runway’s end. If anything, it got hotter with the ramp down; 40 degrees plus, maybe 50. This relentless heat would be a signature Iraqi experience for a generation of future Coalition soldiers.

At 26, I had swapped ‘the GAFA’ [Great Australian Fuck All – i.e. our beloved central desert] for ‘the GIFA’ [Great Iraqi Fuck All]. Little did I know that 24 years later, as the Deputy Coalition Land Force Commander, I would turn 50 flying over this very spot at midnight while looking down at yet another ferocious battle to capture the nearby ISIS heartland city of Fallujah. But that was an inconceivable future back in 1992.

Stepping out of the aircraft immediately revealed the difference to Australia. This was a scene lifted directly from Mad Max. A stack of destroyed Russian-origin fighter planes was piled up like kids’ toys were bulldozed off the runway. The large cruciform bunkers spread out around the airfield to house and protect combat aircraft were all in varying states of destruction and disrepair. Every last one had at least one hole through the roof. We came to call these ventilation additions ‘Coalition skylights’. The infrastructure was minimal, and activity was low. Two or three ancient, functioning Iraqi jet fighters were parked on the damaged apron. We came to refer to the pilots as the ‘bravest men in Iraq’ given their chances airborne against the Coalition. Armed Iraqi soldiers lounged around languidly in what I came to understand was their normal manner. The sun beat down on the flat, dusty, treeless, endless desert. I thought to myself: This is what defeat looks like. Of course, it wasn’t that simple.

I had been sent to post-Gulf War Iraq to destroy weapons of mass destruction [WMD], specifically, chemical weapons. I was the commander of the Australian contingent, which on 22 July 1992 consisted of just one member – me. It proved to be the easiest leadership role I have ever had, and I couldn’t really complain to anyone about the quality of the troops. I was part of a small advance party that was the initial insertion of the Chemical Destruction Group, United Nations Special Commission, Iraq. We had come determined to rid Iraq of its chemical arsenal as part of the post-war deal. It was a very long way from home.

The United Nations Special Commission [UNSCOM], Iraq was a product of Iraq’s recognition it had lost the first Gulf War. Back then, it was just the Gulf War. United Nations Security Council Resolution 687, signed in early April 1991, ended the war and required Iraq to accept the elimination of its weapons of mass destruction. UNSCOM first met in New York in May 1991 and quickly began analysing the task at hand. From mid-1991 through to my deployment in July 1992, a series of inspections had been conducted to scope and assess the challenge. If people remember these activities, it is the inspection teams and their dramatic interactions with the Iraqis that are most often recalled.

The inspections and UNSCOM became the entity and activity around which post-war geopolitical tussles and manoeuvring occurred. By mid-1992, the decision had been made to form a dedicated, special team – the Chemical Destruction Group [CDG] – to deploy to Iraq, stay there and oversee the destruction of the many thousands of Iraqi chemical weapons and chemical precursors. We were a small team of mixed military and civilians, specialists and generalists, drawn from multiple nations and backgrounds. We were never numbered more than about 20 or so souls. I went in with the very first elements of the CDG team.

It will be difficult now, so many years later and knowing Iraq generates so many instant and vivid reactions, for many to conceive of what this mission and situation were like. In many ways, it was a previous time and relied on old ideas and assumptions about how people behave and what was acceptable. This was before the internet! It was long before Zarqawi [BZ], and his ilk had come to shape our images of an Iraq bathed in endless blood, bombs and barbarism. There was plenty of violence and barbarism, but it was hidden just below an authoritarian veneer of civilisation and history.

We were representatives of the United Nations operating in a country and city where months earlier we were an enemy whose actions had wrought widespread destruction, death and defeat.

This was Saddam Hussein’s Iraq, a totalitarian state the like of which I hope to never see again. This was a time and place where owning a map and a two-way handheld radio were capital offences for the locals. Summary execution was a normal and anticipated event. In 2005, I would walk through a mass grave of murdered Iraqis buried in the southern desert who were likely killed at about the time of my first tour. I, for one, lost no sleep the day I saw Saddam hanged on that shaky handheld video

We were unarmed. We did not wear military uniforms or bear the institutional, universal protection of a blue beret. There was no body armour and no organic security force. We lived in normal hotels, not secure bases. We drove ourselves around Iraq and walked the streets of Baghdad and Fallujah [when the security situation permitted]. Baghdad in 1992 was short on foreigners, so we stood out like the proverbial. Everyone knew who we were. I remember being looked at with fear; just being around us was dangerous, as we were watched over and our safety ultimately relied on the will and moods of Saddam Hussein. For your average Iraqi, little good could come from interacting with us.
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Iraqi currency 1992 showing President Sadam Hussein in his prime. Official exchange rate: 1 dinar = 3 US dollars. Unofficial rate: 1 US dollar = 47 dinars.

Some people genuinely hated us and wanted us dead; mainly, people who had lost family and livelihood during the recent war. They were a minority, or they kept well clear. From time to time, we were shot at in the hotel and attacked with sledgehammers while in our cars. While my deep respect for most Iraqis began to grow, founded on their general pragmatism, good humour and restraint, not all were happy to see us, nor were they ready to leave us alone.

One Iraqi man would park his huge US Cadillac sedan outside our hotel and wait for us to emerge. He would do his very best to run us down as we crossed the street, which, as a young man, I found almost entertaining. He was no great threat, and a daily event and talking point that kept us all on our toes and together. Any amusement ended when he was no longer there. I asked the Iraqi security police escort one night at dinner, where he had gone. The Iraqi leant back, raised his polyester shirt and patted the silver revolver tucked into his belt. Lesson 1: The world is hard.

To this day, I think of the man in the Cadillac and regret his fate and the events, personal grief and tyrants, both great and small, that led him to it. I also learnt a critical lesson about powerlessness in the face of powerful, armed men who are free to act without restraint and with no accountability. Talking and reasoning have their limits when confronted with a certain breed of human operating from a position of illegitimate strength. Sometimes we forget [or never learn this] as we live out our mostly comfortable lives in the largely comfortable West.

Our professional mission and the challenge it posed were simultaneously daunting and intimidating. By the end of July 1991, the Iraqis had declared tens of thousands of chemical weapons. This included 20,000 120 mm riot-control gas [CS] filled bombs; 12,634 155 mm artillery rounds; 1,775 aerial bombs of various types; 11,000 122 mm rockets; 200 aerial bombs; and 16 Al-Hussein Scud missile warheads. In addition, there were 355 tonnes of bulk chemical agent and a further 3,173 tonnes of chemical agent precursors.

There was a constant argument between UNSCOM, backed by the US-led Coalition, and Iraq over the total extent of the weapons of mass destruction programme, especially the biological and nuclear components. There was absolutely no doubt over the scale of the chemical arsenal held by Iraq, just seemingly endless arguments over the final numbers. Our job was to get rid of it all, and there was more than enough to keep us occupied.

The types of chemical agents were straight out of the Cold War playbook. They included mustard agent [H] and a series of nerve agents: Tabun [GA], Sarin [GB], and cyclohexyl methyl phosphonofluoridate [GF]. There were also small quantities of two butyl analogues of GB nerve agent. VX nerve agent was also encountered in a number of weapons. The technical assessment of these chemicals summarised them as ‘relatively pure and stable, but … the nerve agents have undergone extensive chemical degradation’.

The non-technical description was that they could kill you in minutes and/or maim you for life. Mustard was a version of the burning, highly carcinogenic blister agent made infamous during the First World War. I remembered the images of Australian soldiers strewn around the fields of France; eyes covered, hunched over or prostrate on the ground – injured for life. The invisible, odourless nerve agent vapour could kill you in minutes. We have seen it used recently by North Korea and the Russians, who have always had a thing for chemical weapons. One description gives a succinct picture of the likely results of contact with a nerve agent:

All the normal bodily functions go into overdrive: sweating, vomiting, involuntary defecation, frothing at the mouth, and convulsions. Eventually, the muscles can give out, leading to paralysis and suffocation. Antidotes are available for nerve agents, but they have to be delivered in time. At high enough doses, nerve agents can kill in minutes.1

The Iraqi chemical weapons and agents were concentrated for accounting and destruction at a place called the Muthanna State Establishment. This desert complex, 75km north west of Baghdad, was described as ‘the most dangerous place in the world’2 and the site of Iraq’s ‘arsenal of horror’.3 You can always rely on the press to lay it on thick. I prefer the official description taken from the first UNSCOM inspection of Muthanna: ‘The whole area was in a very dangerous condition.’

Muthanna was like nowhere else then or since. It was surreal and could have been drawn straight from one of those truly dark 1970s science fiction movies. Firstly, there was no one there but us and the Iraqis who worked the site with us. It was always quiet, almost silent. It was well out in the desert for obvious reasons. The 170 km complex was on dead-flat, sandy ground and was almost entirely devoid of trees or any vegetation. The major facilities were concentrated in a 25-square-kilometre area, with up to 50 structures, including 5 production facilities that produced Sarin nerve agent and mustard.

The cruciform bunkers and buildings were all in an industrial, Soviet style that added to the intimidation factor. Across the empty desert were scattered a vast stockpile of destroyed, damaged and leaking chemical weapons and agents. Many were scattered randomly amongst other waste and rubbish; thousands of weapons were piled at various concentration points, and unknown numbers were buried in bunkers destroyed or damaged by the Coalition during the war. If you had to pick a word for Muthanna, it would be grim.

The nature of our mission and the environment at Muthanna shaped our approach. It is best described as careful and considered. The consensus view amongst the CDG members was that this was a very good idea. We were at the end of a very long string, far from the Western world and its many protections, especially first-world medicine. While the Iraqis had a vested interest in keeping us alive and getting the job done, we all knew that it could turn, to use an American expression, ‘on a dime’.
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Destroyed Chemical Production Facilities at Muthanna State Establishment.

Our first days in Iraq were focused on developing a system to live, move to and operate safely at Muthanna. There was no system, plan, or support staff in place. We were to build the whole enterprise ourselves from scratch.

Everything was to be done hand in hand with the Iraqis assigned to Muthanna as our partners. Initially, there was a formal ‘feeling each other out’ phase with both sides managing the intense, heightened scrutiny from the many stakeholders, all laser-focused on our work. While this could be frustrating for us, the UN permanent staff in Baghdad and our Headquarters UNSCOM, New York, our challenges paled into nothing compared to our Iraqi counterparts, whose adverse feedback from their higher authorities could prove immediately lethal. As an Iraqi, a posting to Muthanna meant you were not at the top of the tree to begin with.

During my time interacting with them, I saw many offices with big desks, yet I never once saw a pen, paper or witnessed anyone write anything down. Writing generated a record, and records could be checked. Best not to take that approach in Saddam’s Iraq circa 1992; accountability had a nasty downside.

In these early days, as we were firmly focused on defining our procedures and methods, we were unexpectedly dragged into the centre of an international crisis and the world press spotlight. As we went about our work, other UNSCOM ‘fly-in’ inspection teams were going about their nation-wide inspections in pursuit of Iraq’s other elusive weapons of mass destruction. In early July, two of these inspection teams, UNSCOM 39/40, conducted what was called a ‘challenge’ inspection of the Iraqi Ministry of Agriculture, located only 600 metres from our hotel, the Ishtar Sheraton. They were denied entry. The Iraqi official position was that the unannounced inspection of the Agriculture Ministry constituted a breach of sovereignty and was not covered by the 687 mandate.

So began what rapidly escalated into a global stand-off backed by President Bush and US cruise missiles and a Saddam-driven Iraqi determination to control the narrative both inside and outside Iraq. In response, UNSCOM began picketing the building until entry was authorised. The problem was that they did not have enough people to do it, and we, UNSCOM 38, were close at hand.

Few people know that we were not ordered to undertake this task; we were asked. Our commanding officer, Garth Whitty, a British Army Royal Engineer born in New Zealand, got the CDG team together in the grand but shabby Presidential Suite on the top floor of the Sheraton Hotel. Our team was a mix of military personnel drawn from many nations, including the UK, US, Canada, France, the Netherlands, East Germany, Hungary, Switzerland and New Zealand. They had very different military backgrounds that varied from chemical warfare specialists to plain old infantry and armour types. I was one of the youngest, with many being older (and wiser) family men. We were all still feeling each other out. This meeting proved to be a real eye-opener for a 26-year-old Australian Army captain.

Garth was a good-humoured, direct, clear communicator who quickly got to the heart of the matter. Yes, this was not our job and not why we were sent to Iraq. UNSCOM’s credibility and possibly the very future of the mission was, however, likely at stake. It was unlikely to be ‘fun’, and there was a threat to those sitting in parked white UN cars around the Ministry. ‘Who knew where it would end?’ he said. We were needed to ensure there were enough people to sustain the picket; so, who would participate?

For me, it was simple. I was the Australian boss of myself –the only Australian in the CDG at that time. The commanding officer had asked, and it was a legitimate task. It is important to remember the world of 1992 – no email, no internet, no mobile phones, no secure communications. People actually wrote letters on paper. To get a message to Australia required booking a very expensive, insecure Inmarsat phone call or fax. Due to the communications reality, a different decision-making culture prevailed. I decided I was ‘in’, and Australia subsequently backed the decision 100 per cent.

It was not the same for everyone else. There was a lively debate around what our mission and obligations were. Some expressed national concerns about the remit they personally had to make such a decision. I also learned that some militaries had unions, and they had a say on the conditions their members worked under and what tasks they performed. Not everyone agreed to participate, but most did. The process revealed to me the importance of paying close attention to individuals and appreciating that not all saw the world the same way I did. As the meeting closed, we went to dinner, and those who had committed got ready for the first picket.

I participated in the picket outside the Ministry of Agriculture for an eventful 17 days. Over that period, the tensions steadily escalated, and the international back-and-forth increased in heat. We sat in white UN cars, doing six-hour shifts while it literally all went on around us.

Most of the time, it was just like any guard task – boring – but at other times, it got dramatic. We sat two to a car and watched the Ministry building, reporting what was going on back to the UN communications team 600 m away in the Sheraton. The Iraqi authorities, a diverse collection of police, military and secret police, were always on hand and mostly in control. We would sit and speculate about what would happen if we were murdered in our cars, with the consensus view that this would generate a flurry of cruise missiles. This wouldn’t be much help to us, although the cruise missile threat was always an important part of Saddam’s calculus.

From the outset, we faced protests, and these steadily escalated over two weeks. While sitting in the cars, we would be engulfed by large crowds of emotional Iraqis who would push, strike and jostle the vehicles. We got a great insight into the weaponry available to the population of Baghdad, which included knives, ancient firearms, pistols and, perhaps most impressive, curved Arabic swords straight out of Lawrence of Arabia. At times, it got intimidating, and you became adept at the expressionless face staring dispassionately through the windscreen. The official list of actions we faced included ‘constant verbal abuse and threats, continual mass demonstrations, physical jostling and assault plus the vandalism of UN vehicles’. The worst, it turned out, was the ‘burning of various objects, effigies of the president, US flags and some actual Iraqis’.

Early one morning, about an hour after sunrise, I saw a man walk out and set fire to himself. It was a classic Iraqi summer morning, so hot and dry that it felt like the air was alive and buzzing with electrical charge. The street was largely empty, and several Iraqi officials and soldiers were scattered around watching us watch them. The day’s actions and events were yet to mobilise or gain any energy when a single Iraqi man walked out in front of our vehicle. He was alone and, critically, no one seemed to be paying much attention to him.
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Demonstration assembles to protest the UN Inspection of the Iraqi Agriculture Ministry, Baghdad, July 1992.

My Canadian CDG mate with me in the car picked it, first saying, ‘Shit, this guy is going to light himself up.’ This had happened before in front of other picket teams, but it was usually fairly well rehearsed, with the human candle quickly wrapped in blankets and whisked away. Our man appeared to be focused on the task at hand, and we could not see any ‘support team’ in place, ready to respond.

There was nothing we could do but watch him. Even calling attention to the situation was no option. We talked on the radio to other members and warned them what was about to happen. Sure enough, he lit himself up, and he began to burn fast. I remember thinking he must be wearing a 100 per cent polyester suit so beloved of the Iraqis and so uncomfortable in a Mesopotamian summer. He burned fast and hard, going to his knees, as, finally, some of his countrymen reached him with blankets.

It was a terrible thing to witness, and it can never be unseen. Worse still, it seemed pointless; who was even there to record it, and why was it worth it at all? I will never know the reasons the man took this drastic action; he may have had no choice. I don’t know whether he even survived. I do know none of it was ever worth the personal cost he likely paid.

Finally, the downhill trajectory of our situation must have become apparent to UNSCOM New York as the picket task was cancelled due to the escalating threat. They got no argument from me as each passing day; we were increasingly fixed targets of opportunity or collateral damage in-waiting. The end of our time on the picket was precipitated by an attempt to stab an American inspector. This was followed by a few days of ‘backroom’ negotiation, which resulted in an inspection of the Ministry on 28–29 July 1992.

Unsurprisingly, no evidence of WMD was found. I have no idea whether this because it was never there in the first place or because the Iraqis, who had plenty of opportunity, took the chance to remove any incriminating evidence. The net result was increased distrust and heightened tension. As the UNSCOM ‘fly-in’ inspection teams departed, we were left with thousands of chemical weapons and millions of unhappy Iraqis.

The unrest, tension and anger manifested in a constant low-level harassment. We were refused service in hotels and restaurants; our rooms were not cleaned; and we received regular verbal feedback on our many and varied shortcomings. The most interesting manifestation was the sledgehammer attack on our car (thankfully, the aim was poor, and the central pillar between the doors was strong!). I have loved Japanese cars ever since.

When playing our one and only game of tennis on the Palestine Hotel’s dilapidated court, we were subjected to a rain of glasses from the rooms above. We established a ‘glass warning picket’ and played on in Army boots until the broken glass made the whole effort of playing and resistance pointless. One day, small-calibre rifle fire was received at the hotel entrance; luckily, the aim and commitment were low and poor, respectively, with no one hurt –except maybe the shooter when the secret police caught up with him. Perhaps the most entertaining element was the notes left in our rooms. The one below was indicative of the message and the particular Iraqi style of the day:


1. DOWN DOWN BUSH.

2. LIFT THE EMBARGO ON IRAQ.

3. BUSH IS A MERDERER.

4. UN DOGS, LEAVE US ALONE.

5. NO MORE US INTERVENTION.

6. C.I.A STOP PLAYING THE ROLE OF WORLD POLICEMAN.



When it was all said and done, the real problem was out in the desert at Muthanna. You couldn’t see it or smell it, and it could kill an Iraqi just as quickly as it could get any old UN dog.

Out at Muthanna, the focus early on was the 122 mm nerve-agent-filled rockets. I was a Team Leader assigned to the rocket destruction task. Early on, I asked Garth Whitty why he had requested people like me – i.e. non-chemical experts and generalist combat arms officers. He half-jokingly responded that if everyone were a chemical expert, he might struggle to get them out of the office because they knew too much! I suspect he had the rocket problem on his mind. While the rocket destruction task was conceptually simple, it proved hard to do safely and reliably. To my simple mind, it was the place to be.

The rockets, aside from being filled with lethal nerve agent, were in various states of repair. A ‘good’ rocket didn’t leak and was separated from the rocket motor. They were to be destroyed by explosive demolition and burning. Explosive charges were taped to the rocket warhead, which were then placed over barrels filled with a diesel/petrol mix of fuel. The charge was detonated simultaneously with the ignition of the fuel, and the nerve agent was consumed in the resultant fireball.

We placed our downwind remote monitoring devices and occasionally drove ourselves downwind to check for contamination. We always checked for civilians in the desert via a helicopter scouting mission. While a simple process, it was complicated by extreme summer heat and the variable quality of Iraqi demolition material. We soon got good at it, but it never got easy.

All work on the rockets took place in a chemically contaminated environment. This was called the ‘dirty’ side. Our team established a decontamination line – called a ‘clean/dirty’ line – that marked the transition point into a nerve agent-contaminated area. You crossed this line fully suited and masked with protection at the highest level. We had the latest Western suits while the Iraqis operated in rubber Soviet chemical equipment [see the latest TV series Chernobyl to get the picture]. At the best of times, this is not pleasant, but in extreme heat, we timed to the minute how long everyone was in a suit on the ‘dirty’ side. Anyone who crossed the line was required to be decontaminated on return – no exceptions.
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The Author moves from the rocket destruction ‘dirty’ side through the decontamination line. He is checked with an AP2C chemical agent monitor to confirm he is free of nerve agent.

At first, confronting the idea that an invisible, odourless vapour or a clear liquid nerve agent could kill you dead is disconcerting. Everyone watches the wind direction, and a multitude of ad hoc ‘windsocks’ proliferate. The seal of the rubber protective mask to your face is a life-and-death matter. We employed ‘banana oil’ to check the mask seal. In theory, if you could smell banana oil, you didn’t have an adequate seal. The problem, however, is that the sense of smell turns out to be psychosomatic. You could find yourself smelling banana oil 24 hours a day, maybe even the rest of your life.

We all became very comfortable and used to being in the suits. I could soon pick out everyone simply by their stance and the way they moved. I could check my mask seal by moving my jaw. We also had first-rate chemical agent monitors in which we had great confidence: the British Chemical Agent Monitor (CAM) and the French AP2C. We employed them in tandem and learned to trust their readings. Critically, we quickly learned our equipment worked for real, and the men in the CDG were reliable and committed. If we were careful, considered and vigilant, we knew we could keep the risk under control. There was no other option.

Our first major challenge was that not all the rockets were ‘good’. A significant number were leaking and, worse still, their rocket motors had rusted and fixed the warhead to the propulsion system. Burning these rockets proved to be an exciting and dangerous undertaking. We experimented with how best to destroy the ‘bad’ rockets, and initially, we had varying levels of success.

The first time the charges failed on the motors and warheads but ignited the fuel, we watched as eight nerve-agent-filled rockets ‘cooked off ’ and launched themselves randomly into space. They were assessed to have a range of about 20 km and would travel at around Mach 4. I remember hitting the dirt fast. To my left, Garth Whitty stood and watched as the nerve-agent-filled rockets cartwheeled through the sky in all directions. Not good. Garth looked down at me and stated in a very British way, ‘Lying down there won’t help much; better to stand and see where they land.’ He was right, of course, but it felt good to be hugging Mother Earth and adopting the highly prized, combat-proven ‘small target’ strategy.

One bright spark, almost certainly an engineer, decided we could get around this problem by strapping the eight rockets to be destroyed to a brace anchored in a giant slab of concrete. As a non-engineer, I looked at the size of the concrete slab and decided it looked pretty heavy, so we gave it a go. We initiated the charge and ignited the fuel, and again, there was a failure to destroy the motors and warhead. We waited for the motors to ‘cook off ’, confident they would be firmly anchored to the ground. It turns out there is plenty of thrust in a single 122 mm rocket motor and a hell of a lot more in eight strapped together. I remember watching as eight rockets, their very sound bracket and a huge chunk of concrete careened across the Iraqi desert. We went back to the old method.

[image: ]

The Rocket Destruction Challenge: Top Left: Assembled and placed in a pit ready for destruction over barrels of fuel, Top Right: Iraqis did the carrying and movement of the 30 rockets; hard and dangerous work, Bottom Right: Leaking 122mm Nerve Agent Rocket in storage crates; see liquid nerve agent running into the sand, Bottom Left: The moment of the explosion followed by a wait to see how it went.

At various times, we worked on other munitions, including mustard-filled artillery shells and various versions of aerial bombs. In each case, a slightly different method was employed to penetrate, destroy and decontaminate the weapons. Perhaps the most symbolic task related to the destruction of SCUD missile warheads. These long-range, nerve-agent-filled ballistic missiles had been fired at Israel and other targets during the war and had generated much hysteria and comment. For example, while in Cyprus on leave, I was told all the gas masks had sold out in 1991. Destroying these warheads felt like striking a direct blow against a regime that thought using nerve agent was a reasonable idea.

Perhaps the toughest targets were the 155 mm mustard-filled artillery shells. They were hard to penetrate and destroy, and the mustard is extremely difficult to neutralise. In winter, when the temperature dropped, we realised even our personal decontamination chemicals struggled to work against this enduring curse of a chemical – the technical term is persistent. Interestingly, the Iraqis were more fearful of mustard than nerve agent, even though it was far less likely to kill you. When I asked a few why, they explained the pain and suffering of mustard burns far outweighed a quick death at the hands of a nerve agent. Death is to be expected, they explained, but this type of pain should be avoided – Inshallah, if God wills it.
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On the Left: A forest of mustard filled 155mm shells stand awaiting destruction at Muthanna, On the Right: Nerve Agent filled Al Hussein Scud Missile warheads destroyed by fire at Muthanna.

The smarter, more expert members of the CDG team were charged with building the facilities to destroy the bulk chemical agents. Nothing about this was easy. All the chemicals involved, including the decontaminants, were highly lethal, and the processes involved high heat and pressure. Iraqi materials and engineering were not to Western standards, so the entire effort was a painstaking and careful process.

The bulk nerve agent was to be destroyed in a Hydrolysis Plant constructed onsite at Muthanna. The agent was mixed with caustic soda in a large tank, with the reaction destroying the agent. The waste product from the reaction was pumped to a concrete lagoon where the salts and residue were collected, ultimately to be mixed with concrete and buried. After many early delays and problems, we were able to destroy 1,000 litres of nerve agent per day. This was a major achievement and a testament to both the CDG and Iraqi personnel assigned to this task.

Personally, I considered the Mustard Incinerator the best place to be avoided in the entire complex. The concept behind the incinerator was to mix the mustard with fuel oil and benzene-toluene and then feed it into a combustion chamber where it was to be incinerated at a temperature of not less than 1,000°C. What could go wrong? A scrubber and cooling system were employed to cleanse and cool the resultant waste gases. Finally commissioned in early November 1992, only a few runs were conducted due to the rolling construction, maintenance and operational problems. On my departure from Iraq, modifications were still underway with 24-hour operations scheduled to begin in February 1993.

The work was inherently dangerous, and we did have accidents. Unfortunately for me, one of the accidents involved me. One of our gallant Dutchmen inhaled acid vapour while working at the Blister Incinerator as a result of an equipment failure. A Canadian team member experienced decontamination caustic burns to a leg during the individual decontamination process. Both recovered quickly with no lasting impact on them. I got myself into a position where I inhaled toxic salt waste vapour leaking from a crushed nerve agent storage tank. This was not a good day, but it gave me a life lesson that would serve me well time and again in years to come – actively seek out and fight complacency.

It was a ‘normal’ day and a routine task. Knowing what I now know, that sentence should have been a warning enough! My team was to inspect a number of destroyed nerve agent storage tanks that had been decontaminated with a neutralising solution and were now drained, empty and logically harmless. I knew the wind direction and strength, and I was carrying a chemical agent monitor. This led to the conclusion that all was well; no need for a mask. It was close at hand if needed. I had been doing this for months now; I’ve ‘known boats’.

I approached one of the tanks and saw that the serial number plate was positioned low down, almost under the tank. Next to the plate were large, jagged holes punched through the tank by the destructive tines of a forklift. I had to kneel down and lean forward to read the serial number, and this led to taking a breath near the holes in the tank. Instantly, I felt as if I had inhaled something like Vicks VapoRub, only a thousand times stronger. It literally knocked me flat on my back, and I vividly remember thinking, I’ve killed myself, how can this be? Not for the last time, I turned out to be wrong, but I had scared the living hell out of myself.

On reflection, I had made some key mistakes based on mental laziness – complacency. Although I had been all over Muthanna, I had not been exactly here before. I had forgotten that things could hurt you that were not chemical warfare agents, and that my chemical agent monitor was not designed to detect these threats. It was easy to rationalise not wearing a mask, but that was, in truth, just plain laziness reinforced by false assumptions, familiarity with the task and overconfidence. These three in combination are some of the greatest killers known to the military profession.

I had inhaled toxic salt vapour that was the result of the nerve agent decomposition inside the tank, and while it was no longer a nerve agent, it was still dangerous. In a couple of days, I was fine and back at work, but I was a far wiser 26-year-old Captain who was now a sworn enemy of complacency.

While we worked hard, long hours at Muthanna, the world and Iraq remained at odds, and the relationship continually impacted life back in Baghdad. Three major issues kept everything at a simmer through September to November: firstly, the seizure of Iraq’s foreign assets by the United Nations; secondly, the US presidential election in November 1992; and thirdly, the brief detention of an American national by Iraqis on the Kuwait border.

Of these, the US election was most interesting as it largely kept a lid on actions in Iraq in an apparent attempt to not boost George Bush Sr.’s chances. This approach apparently reaped dividends because despite his wartime performance and popularity, he lost to Bill Clinton. It’s the economy, stupid! [Not Iraq]

The most interesting aspect was the Iraqi response. They were not used to elections, not even fixed ones. They seemed genuinely shocked that Bush lost at all, not conceiving it possible for a president to go quietly into the night. I came down for breakfast the day after the election to be served by a waiter who promptly stated, ‘Down, down George Bush! Saddam Hussein is the ruler of ALL the world!’ He ended with an arm flourish, and I didn’t have the heart to argue with him, given the impressive personal effort.

The most exciting event was the imposition of a ‘No
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