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INTRODUCTION

This book was never part of a long-term literary plan, although in one sense it fits neatly onto my recent trilogy (Redcoat, Tommy and Sahib) about the experience of the British soldier across history. In September 2004 I returned from a brief visit to 1st Battalion The Princess of Waless Royal Regiment, 1 PWRR in the armys armour-plated abbreviation and the Tigers by nickname. As I drove through the Oxfordshire lanes from RAF Brize Norton in my all too evidently sweaty combat kit I felt guilty, relieved and angry. Guilty because I was safe home and too many of my friends were not; relieved because my exit from the desert had been a white-knuckle switchback of a flight, and it was lung-fillingly good to be alive; and cross because few of my countrymen seemed to have the least idea of what British soldiers were actually doing in Iraq, although that did not stop them from speaking and writing, then as now, a good deal of tosh about it.

I knew then that I had to write about it, although it was clear, even before I started to tap out a synopsis on this machine, that this book would inevitably sit on that windswept headland somewhere between journalism and history. It is history in the sense that I deal, as accurately as I can, with past events, and that I use the written or spoken accounts of participants to help me make sense of them. It is journalism too, in that it tries to explain contemporary events to a non-expert audience, and so brings the risk of descending into journalese and meeting my dictionarys sniffy definition of a style of language said to be characteristic of (hasty or inferior) newspaper writing. However, it can be neither objective history nor balanced journalism, for my sources, fresh and abundant though they are, come from one team playing in a particular match, and pay little regard to their opponents, the remainder of the league, or to events outside the stadium. And although I have not abrogated the critical function which lies at the heart of good history and journalism alike, most of the accounts in this book are written by folk I am proud to call my friends.

I see the events of 2004 in Iraqs Maysan province, and to a lesser extent in the countrys second city Basra, through the eyes of a small community of British soldiers. They were men and women with an average age of twenty-one, recruited, for the most part, in south-east England but with a substantial slice of overseas soldiers, and that rich smattering of Jocks, Taffs, Scousers, Geordies, Micks and Brummies that helps give the army its rich and, to an outsider, often puzzling patina. Most were professional soldiers, though there were not a few members of the part-time Territorial Army who had been mobilized for full-time service. All risked their lives in what was then the longest period of sustained fighting in which the army had been involved since the Korean War. Mercifully few were killed, thanks to the excellence of Kevlar helmets, combat body armour, the redoubtable Warrior armoured vehicle, prompt medical assistance, solid professional skills and, it must be said, a huge quantity of luck. But two members of 1 PWRR and another soldier in an attached company paid the ultimate price, and there are young men now in their teens who may live for another sixty years but will carry the scars of Maysan province with them to their graves.

Few of them were much concerned with the rights and wrongs of the governments decision to invade Iraq, and so, inasmuch as this book is concerned, neither am I. They were, as one officer put it, apolitical  not amoral. Despite the manifest difficulties of their task they wanted to make a difference and to leave a better Iraq behind them. They believed that Saddam Hussein had been a monstrous tyrant and were glad that he had gone, and when they were critical of the government it was far less for sending the army there in the first place than for paying insufficient attention to the requirements of a complex campaign waged of necessity, amongst the people. Few, given the chance, would not have gone to Iraq, and the overwhelming majority were proud of what they had done there.

They were clannish and introspective, the expression REMF (borrowed from the US army in the Vietnam War and explained in the Glossary) defining for them those who lay outside their tight little circle. Much of this partisan view has soaked into my account, and you must not blame me for it. For instance, I am sure that the RAF air transport staff and Joint Service Movements Staff are neither incompetent nor callous, but they are held in disdain by many of those who attend (often at length) upon their kindly mercies. While there was what I term creative tension between the PWRR battalion and its attached company of Royal Welch Fusiliers, it was constrained by mutual respect and, dare I say, affection. Relations with the attached military police platoon were not always as good, and in reporting the fact I acknowledge that there are two sides to every story, and I am telling only one of them.

It will be some time before any historian can hope to trace the reverse of this medal by interviewing Iraqi civilians, militiamen and police who also played their parts in this drama. They emerge in these pages as many things: abused turned abusers, mafioso hoods, religious enthusiasts, frustrated boys seeking jobs, generous tribal leaders, uppity local politicians, despairing folk trying to get on with their lives in safety and often  across nearly a thousand separate armed clashes that the army calls contacts  determined adversaries. It is, I think, fair to say that the British army at least makes a start in understanding local language and culture, but it is no less true that the small change of counter-insurgency, polished by the armys long use over a dozen campaigns, is paid out less often in Iraq than we might like to imagine. The Americans are not universally trigger-happy, and the British do not always make their way on foot, doling out smiles for the adults and sweets for the children. Iraq is dangerous, unpredictable, and its stark, shocking violence is binary, full on or full off, often with little warning that the switch has flicked.

This book taught me more than I thought I needed to know about the writing of military history. Most participants saw action through blinkers, often with little idea of what was happening even a short distance away, and when they recalled events they sometimes reassembled them in the wrong order, like an editor haphazardly reassembling film from the cutting-room floor. Dates and times sometimes came hard, but recalling the firework whoosh of the rocket-propelled grenade (RPG) or the heartening clatter of the Warriors chain gun (that best of all sounds to so many of my contributors) came very easy. Even though I could telephone or email to check or question accounts, it was occasionally difficult to reconcile four versions of what happened at the same place and the same time. If it was hard for an hour-long battle at the road junction known as Yellow 3 in Al Amarah, then it must have been correspondingly more difficult for the retreat from Moscow or the Battle of the Somme.

I was dependent throughout on what people wanted to tell me, and had no access to official records: the battalions War Diary will, I presume, remain closed for thirty years. I relied instead upon accounts from soldiers of all ranks, from the Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Matt Maer, to recently joined private soldiers. Some of these were elegant and reflective pieces, publishable in their own right, and others were one-pagers, written in pencil on paper torn from a notebook. They were often compiled while operations were in progress, by men who did not know that they would live to come safe home, and they sometimes embody judgements that their writers might regret in quieter times. My account is stronger in some areas than it is in others: B and C Company 1 PWRR are much better represented than are those armoured gypsies of A Company. They formed the brigade reserve and were so often on the move, though Operation Waterloo could scarcely have been fought without them. I will inevitably have devoted more time to good talkers than I have to strong, silent types who may have had a better story to tell but declined to tell it. There will be moments when participants may either disagree with my description of events, or lament a balance that pays more attention to one operation than to another. Had I waited another three years then my story would have been more complete, but the moment for its telling might have passed.

I could not have begun this book without the assistance and support of Matt Maer, whose openness made the most positive contribution to my task. Captain James Rands was my main point of contact with the officers and men who chose to contribute their accounts and reflections, and I owe a great deal to his nose for a story and ability to sieve wheat from chaff. Errors of omission or inclusion are mine alone. The real hero of my tale is, of course, the British private soldier. If I can begin to persuade you how good he is, how durable and enduring, then wedging the writing of the book into a diary that already seemed full will have been well worth it.

RICHARD HOLMES

Ropley

October 2005





CHAPTER 1
Thin Red Line

SAND, SWEAT AND POLITICS



IT HAD NOT BEEN a restful night. I had spent four hours on a camp bed in what was in happier times (if any times were really much happier in that blighted place) the VIP waiting-room of Basra International Airport, but was now filled with military transit passengers of one sort or another, some sprawled out across chairs, others lying on the floor, in a welter of Kevlar helmets, body armour and Bergens. There were frequent power cuts, and the air-conditioning would clunk resoundingly into life each time the electricity came back on. I was glad enough when my alarm clock beeped to let me know that it was 0500, and as I sat up I could see my two companions, Captain Bob Wells, who had flown out from England with me, and Captain Simon Doyle, who had come down from Al Amarah to collect us, lacing up their boots and getting their kit together. There was no question of even a quick wash and shave  the facilities were forlorn Portaloos just behind the building  and soon we were walking through the stifling airport corridors, a tacky mixture of plastic veneer, dilapidated mosaic and bilingual signs pointing nowhere, past more sleeping bodies, into a pleasantly cool Iraqi morning for the short walk to the helicopter base.

Dawn roared up like an express train as we arrived. One moment it was dark, with ground crew preparing helicopters in splashes of electric light, and the next it was bright enough for me to get my first real glimpse of Iraq: desert broken up by long, straight sand berms, with the airport and the airport hotel  the latter housing the headquarters of the British-commanded Multinational Division South-East  rising incongruously out of a bleached landscape. I climbed into the back of an Army Air Corps Lynx helicopter whose two helmeted pilots were already clicking through their pre-flight checks, shoved my kit beneath the canvas seat and strapped myself in, while the gum-chewing gunner, his general-purpose machine gun (GPMG) jutting out through the open door, looked left and right as we took off.

We were the second of two helicopters, flying above and just behind the leading aircraft as it clattered northwards beneath a sun now bright enough to give it a sharp shadow, over desert still strewn with the debris of the IranIraq War and the Iraqi defeats of two Gulf Wars. There were wrecked and rusting tanks and armoured personnel carriers, defensive positions laid out according to the best precepts of some long-discarded manual, first stripped naked before the scourge of air power, and then drowned beneath the coalitions armoured torrent. There was battlefield beneath us for perhaps twenty minutes, and then suddenly, instead of desert there was marsh: vast reed-beds intersected with canals and splashed with lakes, with small villages on the banks, the smoke of early-morning cooking fires pointing straight into the sky. Fishermen were already at work in the canals. Some looked up and waved, but most simply got on with their work, for there was nothing even remotely remarkable about low-flying helicopters in this part of southern Iraq.

It took us about an hour to reach our destination, Camp Abu Naji, 5 kilometres south of the town of Al Amarah, capital of Maysan province, on the Tigris roughly a third of the way from Basra and Baghdad. From the air it was evident that the camp, a mixture of single-storey, flat-roofed buildings, tents and containers, stood in what had once been a very much larger military area. Around it lay a wilderness of trashed bunkers and flattened buildings, the wreckage of what had once been an Iraqi corps headquarters, for this was vital ground on a dangerous frontier, with the Iranian towns of Dezful and Ahvaz rather closer than Basra, itself 130 kilometres away.

There had been heavy fighting nearby during the IranIraq War, and since 1988 the Marsh Arabs, Shia tribesmen who lived in the southern marshes, had been targets of determined repression by Saddam Husseins regime. Beginning in the early 1950s, the government had set about draining the marshes, a process that accelerated as Saddam Hussein sought to rid the area of army deserters and to quell dissent amongst his Shia opponents. In 2003 Human Rights Watch estimated that, of a population of some 250,000 in 1991, only 40,000 Marsh Arabs remained in their ancestral homeland. Marsh Arabs had joined the 1991 rebellion against the Baghdad government, and the response had been predictably harsh: in AugustNovember 1998, for instance, infantry, backed by armour and artillery, had mounted large-scale operations around Basra, Al Amarah and Nasiriya. Whole villages were destroyed and their populations killed or exiled. In February 1999 the prominent Shia cleric Ayatollah Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr, with two of his sons, was shot dead in Najaf. Although the government maintained that the murderers had been arrested and executed, there was widespread suspicion that the hand of Baghdad was behind the crime.

Many Marsh Arabs had moved into refugee camps in Iran or settled, often in depressing misery belts, on the edges of towns in Iraq. But some had fought on in the marshes, and the most notable of the guerrilla leaders, Abu Hatim, had spent thirteen years struggling on at the head of his Iraqi Hizbollah, assuming the title Lord of the Marshes. Some dispossessed Marsh Arabs slipped easily into relying on crime for their livelihood. Indeed, crime has always been something of a traditional industry in Maysan, with the robbing of Shia pilgrims on their way to the shrines at Najaf and Karbalah. Smuggling, too, has long been a natural part of life. The border with Iran is long and porous, and domestic goods, antiquities, money and weapons move easily across it: a single load of 352kg of cannabis resin, discovered in Maymunah just before I arrived, probably originated in Afghanistan.

As I was soon to discover, few things in Iraq are quite as they seem, and the fact that the inhabitants of Maysan province had not much liked Saddam Hussein did not necessarily imply that they welcomed coalition forces. But nor, for that matter, did it mean that they all saw themselves as part of a pan-Iraqi resistance movement on the one hand, or an Iranian-sponsored breakaway group on the other, though there were some who fitted comfortably into either camp.

Lieutenant Colonel Matt Maer, commanding 1st Battalion The Princess of Waless Royal Regiment (1 PWRR), met me as I got off the helicopter. A few minutes later, in his office  one of those white-walled, grey-tiled rooms that seem standard issue in Iraqi army camps  he suggested that Maysan was an independent, insular, introspective, violent province before, during and after Saddams time.

Before I arrived there had been a grazing dispute between rival tribes, and in the shoot-out that followed ten tribesmen had been killed and forty wounded. Men routinely carried automatic rifles, with versions of the ubiquitous AK assault rifle as their weapon of choice, and the disbandment of the Iraqi army after the coalitions victory had flooded the country with a wide array of weapons, from AKs and rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) to ZSU 23/4 mobile anti-aircraft guns and SAM-7 anti-aircraft missiles. Maysan province had not been liberated by the coalition: the Iraqi army withdrew in the face of British success in Basra and American thrusts to the west, and there was spontaneous de-Baathification as most of Saddams supporters, well aware of their local unpopularity, fled to avoid reprisals. There was at least a forty-eight-hour gap between the disappearance of the Iraqi army and the arrival of the first British troops, and it was about a fortnight before sufficient troops arrived to secure the area. In the interim, as Matt Maer observed:


The huge depots that had covered swaths of Maysan were now abandoned and unguarded. Troops left their barracks in many cases carrying their weaponry with them  Widespread looting which affected the whole country now affected the barracks as well. The population had always been armed and now there was a release of even more weapons systems. The locals became a major supplier of weaponry to other parts of the country and mortars and rockets entered the arsenal of almost every group  if indeed they didnt already have them.



In the gap between the departure of the Iraqi army and the arrival of significant numbers of British troops, the tribal militias (fawjs) had held the ring, taking over policing and security. It was hard for coalition troops to ascertain who the real leaders actually were. In part this was because of language difficulties. But to an even greater extent it was because society in Maysan was imploding after the departure of the Iraqi army and the Baath party. Sheikhs, the traditional tribal leaders, wanted to occupy the positions their families had held generations before, but many of them, starved of political experience under Saddam, lacked the dynamism required, and some clerics also sought political authority. All this sat uneasily beside the coalitions declared aim of creating a democratic state. Leadership in Iraq, wrote Matt Maer,


is often a very confused affair, with separate chains of command running simultaneously along religious, tribal and organizational lines. Therefore an Iraqi National Guard captain might defer to a lieutenant who has religious training, who might defer to a sergeant with tribal connections, who defers to the captain because of his rank. This is further confused as some individuals have split loyalties between organizations, for example the Chief of Police is also the former commanding officer of one of the Badr Corps fawjs.



Iraqi military collapse had also flooded the region with unemployed sixteen- to twenty-five-years-olds, many of them angry and humiliated as well as jobless. In Maysan there was 70 per cent unemployment. The old regime had deliberately denied the province industry, and there was no base to build on. Although there had been a widespread popular assumption that the fall of Saddam would be followed by a rapid improvement in living standards, this had simply not materialized, and many people blamed the coalition  which had, after all, shattered Saddams state in a mere six weeks  for its failure, after six months, to enable them to live like Kuwaitis.

Not only did things not improve, but they actually got worse. A good deal of the war damage had not been repaired, and by the time I arrived insurgents  whatever their political and/or religious allegiance  had realized that attacks on public utilities (notably the electricity system) not only demonstrated that the coalition could not rule effectively, but increased popular frustration. Moreover, if coalition troops were hard targets, contractors were much easier ones. Ironically, the means of repression so easily available to Saddam could not be used by the coalition. One community leader in Basra helpfully suggested that the public connection of saboteurs to the national grid would be an effective way of indicating disapproval of their deeds. Fellow Iraqis, he was sure, would take the point perfectly. And the disbandment of the Iraqi army had not simply thrown soldiers back into civilian life: it had deprived many of the inhabitants of Maysan province of the jobs that rippled out from the huge army camps of the old regime. Although some had become locally employed civilians (LECs) on coalition bases, this was but a drop in the ocean when compared with the employment offered by what had been the fifth-largest army in the world.

A busy slide in a PowerPoint briefing  thrown from the ubiquitous laptop computer on to a fly-blown wall  showed local groups strewn across a wide spectrum. On one side, members of the Shiite, Iranian-sponsored Badr Corps had come out of hiding or returned from exile. This group had originally been the paramilitary wing of the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Iraq, and although the two had split the breach was not acrimonious. The Badr was increasingly active in the interim provincial government, and extended their control of the province through their influence on the police. On the other there were Sunni groupings, and a few former-regime loyalists. However, the Baath Party had never been well entrenched in the area, and neither it nor Al Qaeda-linked organizations had much impact in Maysan at this time. If, on the one hand, there were multiple groups of insurgents and terrorists with no common command-and-control structure, on the other the groups were rarely self-contained, and the slide showed them intermingled in cigar-shaped balloons that brought tribal, economic, religious and political motives together.

As I look at the notes I took that morning, I see that my briefer spoke of a complex insurgent environment with many disparate elements working on parallel tracks without being truly united at the top. It is a polyglot mix of bad actors   Iraq had by then become the destination for Muslim men drawn to the fight for ethnic brotherhood and faith. They had a wide variety of skills and experience, and were of widely differing value to the insurgents. Some provided technical expertise as bombers or weapons experts, while others were simply expendable footsoldiers for suicide bombs or hopeless ambushes. As foreigners their local knowledge was limited, and they needed local contacts to operate successfully. Islam provided an important motivational and rallying element, although here too there was little consistency: some were wholly sincere, others were more manipulative and yet others were nationalists enfolded by Islam. And, as was so often the case in a bright and irreverent British army, there was a spoof version of the same slide which included spurious experts, wannabe ninjas and, of course, brigade headquarters, away in Basra, in this broad and complex archipelago of smouldering tension.

At the centre of both slides  serious and spoof  was OMS, the Office of the Martyr Sadr. This organization stood in the same sort of relationship to the Mahdi army, chief arm of insurgency in the south, that Sinn Fein does to the IRA, although it is perhaps even harder to say where one ends and the other begins. Its leader was Muqtada al-Sadr, son of Ayatollah Mohammed Sadiq al-Sadr and nephew of Ayatollah Mohammed Baqir al-Sadr. Both had been outspoken leaders of the Shia opposition to Saddam: the uncle had been executed in 1980, and the father, as we have seen, murdered, with two of Muqtadas brothers, in 1999. Muqtada had inherited the network of schools and charities constructed by his father, as well as the allegiance of many of his older followers.

There was a palpable reticence on the part of some older, devout Shia when it came to the subject of Muqtada al-Sadr. He might not, they said in that opaque Arab way, actually be a properly qualified imam. He was not, er, notably bright. He did not display that profound understanding of the Holy Qran which would have enabled him to weave together sermons embodying the finest rhetoric and the most earnest religious sentiment. It might well be true that he was endangering the holy places for his own ends. But his father and uncle had been martyrs, he had the guts to stand up to the Americans, and, above all, the young believed in him. His main power base was in the teeming Baghdad slum of Sadr City (once Saddam City) where there were about two million Shia, so many of them young and frustrated. He also enjoyed a substantial following in the holy city of Najaf, where the Prophets cousin and son-in-law, Ali ibn Abi Talib, is buried, and in Nasiriya, Karbalah, Kufa and Al Amarah. The two major upsurges of violence that feature in this book were the result of the Mahdi armys uprisings, and thus, in that sense, the enemy were his footsoldiers. But even that is an oversimplification, for within the ranks of the Mahdi army were genuine religious zealots, men with a blood-feud caused by the death of family or tribe members to avenge, and youngsters eager for the cash payments available to those prepared to take on the Brits. Sometimes they were all the same person.

A REGIMENT OF THE LINE

On that first breathless morning it was hard to remind myself that I was not in Al Amarah in my academic capacity, to ponder the complexities of counter-insurgency in a collapsed state, but to visit my regiment. I have long blurred the line between academic theory and military practice, and when, in 1999, as a Territorial brigadier, I was offered the opportunity to become Colonel of The Princess of Waless Royal Regiment, I seized it with both hands. The post of regimental colonel dates from the very beginnings of the British regular army in the 1660s, when an individual received a royal commission to raise a regiment. A beating warrant authorized him to seek recruits by beat of drum, and parties of officers, sergeants and drummers scoured the chosen area seeking the enthusiastic, the unlucky or the easily deluded. In his 1706 play The Recruiting Officer, George Farquhar, himself a former infantry officer, put these words into the mouth of one of his sergeants:


If any gentleman soldiers, or others, have a mind to serve Her Majesty, and pull down the French king; if any prentices have severe masters, any children have unnatural parents; if any servants have too little wages, or any husband too much wife; let them repair to the noble Sergeant Kite, at the Sign of the Raven in this good town of Shrewsbury, where they shall presently receive relief and entertainment.



Colonels were not simply responsible for raising their regiments, but for equipping them too, and by spending less on uniforms and accoutrements than the sum allowed them by the government, they were often able to make a tidy profit. They kept a watchful eye on the careers of their officers, and their interest in matters of first appointment and subsequent promotion was crucial. They were generally too busy or too grand to command their regiments in person  colonels of regiments were usually generals or local magnates  and the day-to-day exercise of command was left in the hands of their lieutenant colonel as the regiments commanding officer.

Over the succeeding centuries the system has evolved. Colonels of regiments have, quite properly, lost most of their former powers. They exercise no operational control over their regiments, and what was once a powerful voice in the appointment of commanding officers is now simply consultation. But they still control a full-time regimental headquarters (RHQ), usually in the regiments recruiting heartland. RHQ is the day-to-day responsibility of the regimental secretary, generally a retired colonel or lieutenant colonel. Mine, in Canterbury, has seven officer-grade staff working in it, has a major interest in soldier-recruiting which it shares with the Army Training and Recruiting Agency, and uses regimental non-public funds to supplement money from official sources. There will, typically, be one regular officer and two or three warrant officers and senior NCOs involved in recruiting at any RHQ, and most regiments maintain a black economy  regular NCOs who are held on the strength of the regiments battalions but who actually work in recruiting offices. This practice is regularly condemned but as regularly reprieved, for the truth is simple. Potential recruits with the best educational qualifications are usually persuaded away from the infantry into more technical corps, and the only real way of ensuring that likely infantry recruits finish up wearing the local regiments cap-badge is to have a regimental NCO at hand when they first appear in the recruiting office. Sergeant Kite was right all those years ago.

RHQ is constantly on the lookout for potential officers, and strives, with varying degrees of success, to identify likely candidates even before they attend the Regular Commissions Board, and, through the regiments representative on the instructional staff at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst, keeps track of them while they are being trained. Officer cadets, near the end of their year at Sandhurst, attend a regimental acceptance board for the regiments or corps of their choice and, in a process not unlike a marriage market, vacancies and candidates slide together. There are inevitably upsets: some officer cadets set their sights too high (for instance, the Parachute Regiment generally has far more applicants than vacancies) and others simply gauge their own interests and aptitudes wrongly (easily done in any relationship which is as much about affection as about logic), perhaps opting for a combat arm like the infantry, artillery or armoured corps when a logistic corps would be more suitable, or, indeed, vice versa.

A regiments headquarters is also responsible for managing its funds and looking after its chattels such as silver and pictures. Most regimental money originates in bequests, many dating back decades or longer, and the profit on investments, and its use, is monitored by trustees. Benevolence accounts for substantial annual expenditure. Many previous members of regiments, or of former regiments which were amalgamated to constitute their modern successors, fall on hard times for one reason or another, and RHQs both receive requests for financial support and, through their network of local associations, hear of deserving cases where no formal application has yet been made. No regiment can be expected to bear full financial responsibility for the many thousands of men who have passed through its ranks, but there is usually a grant available to help with a stair-lift here or a new fridge there. And there is always advice and comradeship.

RHQ fosters links between the regiments recruiting area and its regular battalions. The days when each infantry regiment maintained a depot in its heartland have long gone, and it is left to RHQs and part-time Territorial companies to help keep the regional connection alive. This connection is vital, all the more so as regimental titles with a clear regional identity are often replaced by others in which the link is harder to discern. RHQ acts as the focal point for contact with all units of the Combined Cadet Force and Army Cadet Force that wear the regiments cap-badge. Many regular soldiers or Territorials first wear uniform as cadets, and, although the pace of operational deployments often makes it difficult, we try to ensure that there are regular or TA NCOs available to help train cadets at their annual summer camps. Lastly, my RHQ also produces an annual regimental journal and supervises the management of the regimental museum in Dover Castle.

The colonel of a modern regiment may not wield the power of yesteryear. But, not unlike a constitutional monarch, he has the ability to advise and to warn the chain of command. Moreover he is (I hope) a useful sounding-board for commanding officers putting their short-term battles into a broader context, and goes a long way towards establishing and maintaining his regiments distinctive ethos. For example, I am not in the least concerned whether potential officers in the PWRR went to Eton or the local comprehensive, or whether they are interested in backgammon or ferreting. However, I do expect them to pass out of Sandhurst towards the top of their respective platoons, and to be absolutely certain that they want to join the infantry. Our recruiting area runs from North Foreland to the New Forest, and from the south coast to Middlesex, and I particularly welcome young officers who hail from this area because it helps put them on the same wavelength as the soldiers they will command. I am at least as much influenced by the reports I receive on the visits they make to one of the regiments battalions while they are still at Sandhurst as I am by academic qualifications. Glad though I am to see good graduates, there is no room for intellectual elitism in a Warrior armoured vehicle or in a trench, and character is every bit as important as intellect.



The Princess of Waless Royal Regiment was formed on 9 September 1992 by the amalgamation of The Queens Regiment and The Royal Hampshire Regiment. The former was itself an amalgamation encompassing all the old county infantry regiments of south-east England  The Queens Royal Regiment, the Buffs, The East Surreys, The Royal Sussex, The Royal West Kent and The Middlesex Regiment. Welding together the three regular battalions of The Queens Regiment and the single battalion of The Royal Hampshires into a regiment with two regular battalions and one TA battalion was no easy task, and the Army Boards decision to amalgamate was, as I now know, particularly heartbreaking for the two regimental colonels, Major General Mike Reynolds of the Queens and Brigadier Bob Long of the Hampshires.

At least part of the reason for the grief in 1992 was that there had been long-running tension within the army between large regiments and small ones. To understand how this came about we must dig deep into the past, for this past, as is so often the case with the British army, helps illuminate the present. No regiment is allowed to formally take its history back beyond the founding of the regular army by the restored monarchy of Charles II in 1660. Were earlier claims allowed, then the Buffs would trace their origin to 1572, when members of the London Trained Bands volunteered to aid the Dutch in their revolt against Spain. But as far as infantry regiments of the line are concerned, the most senior, The Royal Scots (which, like the Buffs, claims a longer lineage in foreign service), starts its history in 1660, while The Queens Royal Regiment, next in seniority and thus the senior regiment of English line infantry, was raised in 1661 to garrison Tangier, recently brought to the English Crown as the dowry of Charles IIs wife, Catherine of Braganza.

Until the middle of the eighteenth century regiments were known by the names of their colonels, and thereafter they were numbered, taking seniority from the date of their founding: 1st Royal Scots, 2nd Queens, 3rd Buffs, and so on. From 1782 regional titles were added in brackets, as in 37th (North Hampshire), but there was little real alignment between titles and recruiting areas, and it is striking to see just how much of the army of the early nineteenth century was recruited from amongst Irishmen desperate for a job. Some regiments had two or more battalions, each of them separate lieutenant colonels commands, but which rarely served together, while others had only one.

In an effort to link regiments firmly to recruiting areas and improve the status of the army more generally, a series of reforms between 1870 and 1881, associated with the name of Edward Cardwell, Secretary of State for War, created the linked battalion system. Numbered battalions, with, wherever possible, similar regional affiliations, were brought together to form county regiments. For instance the 37th (North Hampshire) and 67th (South Hampshire) became The Hampshire Regiment, which gained the title Royal in 1946. Most had two regular battalions, one at home and the other abroad; a depot in the regiments recruiting area that trained recruits; and, from 1906, they had Territorial battalions too, cap-badged the same as regular battalions of the regiment and drawing their permanent staff from the regulars. The system could be expanded to meet the needs of war, with wartime-raised service battalions being added after the outbreak of war (the Hampshires had a total of thirty-two battalions in 191418) and then disbanded with the advent of peace.

The regimental system created by Cardwell had many advantages. There was a strong sense of regional identity, although in practice many recruits often came from outside the regimental area. Past achievements were linked, through the iconography of cap-badges and battle-honours on regimental colours, to current structures and thus to future performance. To take but two examples, on Minden Day (1 August) each year every officer and man of the Hampshires (and the five other regiments involved) wore a rose in his headdress to commemorate the fact that the 37th Foot was one of the six regiments that attacked a superior force of French cavalry at the Battle of Minden in 1759 and tumbled them to ruin with disciplined volley-firing. The Middlesex Regiment bore Albuhera on its cap-badge, remembering its heroic conduct on 16 May 1811 when the regiment earned its nickname the Die-Hards, losing 89 men killed and 339 wounded and 6 missing from a total of 647 who had gone into battle.

There was a direct connection between the depot, which trained the soldiers, and the regular battalions, which employed them. Officers and men posted from one battalion to another could expect to find themselves amongst friends. The countys gentry often held regular or Territorial commissions in its regiment, and the policy of giving regiments royal colonels-in-chief linked the monarchy to the system. Although the turnover amongst private soldiers was often relatively high, officers and NCOs remained in the same regiment, and even in the same battalion, for much of their service, and it was not unusual for the lieutenant colonel commanding a battalion to find that his regimental sergeant major, the battalions senior non-commissioned member, had been a private soldier in his platoon when he was first commissioned.

It must be said, though, that the regimental system creaked under the burden of two world wars. In the first, regional recruiting effectively broke down after the summer of 1916, and reinforcements who arrived in France with a cap-badge they had been taught to admire were often re-badged as they passed through the sprawling base area round taples on their way to the front. In the second, the growing demand for technical specialists, aircrew and elite forces like parachutists and commandos left the infantry with a recruiting pool that grew increasingly shallow, and as the war went on it became ever harder to match recruitment to cap-badge.

After 1945, as the armys strength declined, second battalions disappeared, and the repeated laceration of the Territorial infantry made it ever harder for the TAs local footprint to make up for the lack of regular military presence. In the 1960s the Army Board tried to restore a measure of the old flexibility by grouping regiments into regional organizations such as the Home Counties Brigade, and then suggesting that these brigades might wish to become large regiments, adding that those who chose to do so would be looked upon favourably in future reorganizations. Some agreed to merge: the Home Counties Brigade duly became The Queens Regiment, with four regular battalions. Others, like the Scottish infantry regiments, preferred to remain single-battalion structures.

With the next round of reductions, the Army Board of the day did not consider itself bound by the promises made by its predecessors. A slice off a cut loaf is rarely missed, and it was easier to trim a battalion from a large regiment than to grasp the nettle of amalgamation elsewhere. Large regiments first lost their 4th battalions, and then their 3rd battalions too. The amalgamation of The Queens and The Royal Hampshires (the latter, as a single-battalion regiment, no less pained than The Queens) was part of this process. The Queens lost not simply their cap-badge, but a regular battalion as well, and it was hard for former members of the regiment (and not a few serving officers and NCOs too) not to feel that they had been shabbily treated, or to observe an eerie coincidence between the cap-badges worn by the generals on the Army Board and those of regiments that sailed through unscathed. Of course the process was anything but simple. No government was anxious to run the political risk of forced amalgamations in areas where local reaction might imperil parliamentary seats, but it was often the case that vocal support for an old and distinguished regiment, which made politicians reluctant to touch it, was simply not matched by the propensity of young men in that area to actually join the army. It was, therefore, not always the fittest that survived.



In truth, the system that existed in early 2004 was no system at all. There were a number of large regiments, each representing many former regiments, and in consequence recruiting across a huge geographical area, with two regular battalions apiece. There were single-battalion regiments which were themselves amalgamations (The Devon and Dorsets, for instance, of two, and The Royal Regiment of Gloucestershire, Berkshire and Wiltshire of three former regiments). And lastly, there were single-battalion regiments which, like The Black Watch, had never been amalgamated.

The relationship between structure and recruiting potential was blurred, and it was evident that some regiments, despite ancient lineage, glittering history and emotional local links, would never be able to recruit to fill their establishments. It was also argued that as the army strove to reduce peacetime turbulence by giving up what was termed arms-plotting  moving whole battalions from place to place, in favour of a more stable system which would leave regiments in garrisons far longer  and to rotate individuals between them by what is known as trickle posting, regiments with two or more battalions would have a flexibility which single-battalion regiments must necessarily lack. This was not a view that commended itself to all, especially members of single-battalion regiments.

In the late summer of 2004, when I first visited Iraq, the whole structure of the infantry was formally under review. General Sir Mike Jackson, Chief of the General Staff, had produced a list of criteria that should be embodied in any future structure, and it was evident that he inclined to the view that large regiments would best meet the needs of the future. When the armys adjutant-general, Lieutenant General Sir Alistair Irwin, assessed the virtues and vices of the regimental system in May that year he reckoned: The first and probably the most important example of the best of the current regimental system is a sense of belonging to an entity which has an existence, a past, present and future of its own  all our officers and soldiers acquire a sense of belonging when they join. Continuity, the next of his virtues, meant the ability of individuals to keep returning to the regiment or corps in which they began, to their individual benefit and the benefit of their units. Regional connections helped provide a focus for recruiting. Here he acknowledged that the evidence was equivocal, but believed that those examples of where regional connections are strong represent part of what is best in the current regimental system. Lastly, he emphasized the importance of famous names and traditions, and of esprit de corps.

Although he was himself, by both career and distinguished family tradition, a product of The Black Watch, General Irwin was too honest and too astute not to observe that the existing system had failings. He feared that it could create inflexibility. The talents and skills of the best officers and NCOs are often ignored, he wrote, and their ambitions thwarted, by keeping them with their own regiments, regardless of where those regiments may be stationed. He suspected that the main, perhaps the only, reason that we continue to arms plot is to ensure that the current regimental system is preserved. And by tying individuals to particular units (as opposed to regiments or corps) we ensure that when the unit moves they move too, regardless of whether it is convenient or desired. Lastly, he feared a lack of critical mass. As establishments (the strength to which battalions are authorized to recruit) had grown tighter, simply recruiting to establishment was no use because that established strength gives no room for manoeuvre; it has excluded the human dimension from the numbers equation. The result of all this, he wrote, is that todays single-unit regiments struggle on a daily basis to make ends meet in manpower terms, regardless of their role or readiness state.

Both head and heart drew me towards large regiments. I had spent two years as a private soldier before being commissioned, and thereafter I had served in 5th (Volunteer) Battalion, The Queens Regiment, commanding a rifle platoon, the mortar platoon and latterly a rifle company, and felt conscious of being a member of a large regimental family. As Colonel of the PWRR I had seen the practical benefits of being able to slip officers and men from one battalion to another, and to ring the changes in experience and career development by moving them from, say, the 1st Battalion with its armoured infantry role to the 2nd Battalion with its light role. We were able to replace both battle casualties and victims of sickness and accidental injuries from within the regiment. It also seemed to me that mobilized Territorials  and the large-scale mobilization of the TA, over eleven thousand in the past three years, has not received the attention it surely deserves  fitted more comfortably into fullterm service if they were deployed with the grain of the regimental system, not against it, and having a TA battalion which was also part of the regiment gave us an important advantage. Two of 1 PWRRs company seconds-in-command, Captains Marcus Butlin and Nick Thasarathar, came from the Territorial 3rd Battalion, and their presence in these posts raised no eyebrows; both did very well indeed.

What happened in 1992 was that a new regiment was formed from the forced amalgamation of two others. However, most of the real unhappiness was at the very top, and the two regular battalions of the new regiment quickly meshed together well. At the very beginning, because they represented the merging of four battalions into just two, the battalions were comfortably over-establishment, and this absence of an immediate crisis encouraged the regiment to ease its foot off the recruiting throttle. A combination of lack of sustained regimental effort, and a change of name which had weakened community links within the recruiting area, meant that three years after amalgamation both battalions were badly under strength. When I took over as Colonel five years ago I suspected that this would leave us dangerously exposed in the event of further restructuring, and I made recruiting the regiments main non-operational focus.

I had the easy job: the fact that we clawed our way back up the graph in terms of both recruiting and, no less important, the retention of trained soldiers speaks volumes for the application of one of my deputy colonels, Brigadier Paul Newton, and his team. Also, the fact that we were one of the few fully recruited line regiments in the army, with both regular battalions a little over full strength in early 2004, was enormously encouraging. So too was the fact that even if a snapshot of recent success was widened to constitute a ten-year panorama, we did not feature amongst the ten worst-recruited battalions over the period. Interestingly, four of the ten were Scots, and all were from single-battalion regiments. Moreover a busy multi-coloured regression line analysis produced by headquarters director of infantry in an effort to aid an informed decision suggested that the long-term trends for both of our regular battalions were moving in the right direction.

Success in recruiting terms, therefore, gave me considerable confidence that we would be more than unlucky to be compelled to amalgamate yet again. However, during the autumn of 2005, as the Army Board grew closer to finalizing the recommendation it would make to the Secretary of State for Defence, it became clear that all the bets were off. None of my counterparts in other regiments had any intention of going to the scaffold quietly, however persuasive the verdict might originally have seemed. Men who would not have betrayed their countrys secrets if you tore out their fingernails leaked like sieves to the press, and political supporters were mobilized to put pressure on the government. The standard of debate, commendably high during the early stages of the study, fell off markedly as the dispute became acrimonious and often personal.

There was briefly a suggestion that no regiment should be able to include Foreign and Commonwealth recruits amongst its numbers for the purposes of the study. Happily, wiser counsels prevailed, not least, I suspect, because although we have more Foreign and Commonwealth recruits than many regiments, there are those with greater long-term recruiting difficulties who actually have more. Moreover, there was a widespread feeling that it was little short of racist to encourage Foreign and Commonwealth soldiers to serve and then to imply that they counted for less than their British-born comrades.

On the morning that the Secretary of States decision was announced Mike Jackson rang me to say that we were safe. When, later that day, I was able to look at the full details I was encouraged to see that the new structure had edged the line infantry decisively towards the large-regiment solution. Of course there are still rear-guard actions to be fought, and it will probably take some time for the new five-battalion Royal Regiment of Scotland to behave like a single regiment rather than five distinct battalions. But although the process of amalgamation will, I am sure, cause soul-searching and grief, the infantry that emerges will be organized to meet the demands of the early twenty-first century, and will not represent Cardwells system patched and trimmed almost beyond recognition. I am no less certain that, even if the new structure infuriates some (and how can it not?  for these are issues of deep pride and emotion), it will be recognized by most serving infantrymen as meeting the requirements identified when a large group of infantry officers attending the Joint Service Command and Staff College wrote to General Jackson in July 2004, telling him of their desire to


see a system that fits the demands of the present day and future so that we deliver the most effective possible level of fighting capability. We anticipate that the initiative proposed achieves this, and trust that the implementation will be sensitive to all, swift in execution and bold in scope. We respect the legacy of our forebears which will always be enshrined in any Regimental System, but hope that they will support us in making these changes that we believe are crucial to the infantrys ability to fight and win in the conflicts of today and tomorrow.



This does not mean that I applaud all of the 2004 decisions. Overall there will be four fewer regular infantry battalions, and one less Territorial infantry battalion. The former reduction is justified by the argument that Network-Enabled Capability  smarter communications, in short  the end of arms-plotting and substantial reductions to long-standing commitments in Northern Ireland enable the smaller number of battalions to operate more effectively. Yet it remains to be seen how it will actually increase the brief interval between operational tours. One of the reasons why The Black Watchs 2004 tour in Iraq was so emotive was that the regiment had served there the year before. Since I have been Colonel I have visited each regular battalion on three separate operational tours, and by the time I relinquish the post at the end of 2006 I will have added one more. If the pace of life is hectic for the infantry it is even more so for some other arms. Captain Liz Sandry commanded the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME) detachment with 1 PWRR in Iraq last year; she is now back in Iraq commanding the REME with another armoured infantry battalion. Let it never be forgotten that most soldiers join the army with the intention of going on operational tours. But there are times when the sheer repitive turmoil of operations wears out officers, soldiers and, by no means least, their families. What is exciting and rewarding for an unmarried lance corporal in his early twenties is too often a growing strain for a married major in his mid-thirties. There is a limit to how much more one can do with even the most efficient less.



This survey of the armys internal politics will help to put 1 PWRRs deployment to Iraq into a necessary perspective. Its officers and men were glad to be going, not least because it promised to be a tour like no other with the prospect of doing what they had been trained to do. There has long been pronounced tension between the line infantry on the one hand and the Parachute Regiment and Royal Marine Commandos on the other, with real fears that there was a two-tier army, with one tier doing the more routine and prosaic deployments and the other taking on the more difficult and publicity-earning tasks. Men wearing red or green berets too often seemed the military instrument of choice. However compelling the argument in terms of the composition of rapid-intervention forces, the logic of sending an amphibious unit to landlocked Afghanistan was less than persuasive to hard-bitten corporals in the infantry. 1 PWRR was aware that its performance would not simply reflect the quality of British soldiers in general, or, in a smaller sense, put one battalion on the map: it would show that line infantry, the descendants of the old county regiments that bore the brunt of a hundred battles from Blenheim to Waterloo and from the Somme to Normandy, could still do the business. The battalion I flew in to visit had a point to make.

SIX HUNDRED FIGHTING ENGLISHMEN

One of the consequences of the end of National Service and the steady reduction of the army, regular and Territorial, since the 1960s, to the point where it is now smaller than at any time since the late eighteenth century, is that a decreasing proportion of the population has any real idea of what the army is actually like. Ask a friend the difference between a brigadier and a bombardier and I doubt if he or she will be able to tell you. Sometimes television dramas and observational documentaries begin to bridge the growing gap between the army and the society it serves, but the process is erratic and incomplete. The press is prone to flash-floods of reportage, with the very good (Private Johnson Beharrys VC) and the very bad (the excesses of Camp Breadbasket) alike attracting attention.

There is a persistent feeling within the army that its interests are not well served by the Ministry of Defences publicity system. Previously, each service had an upwardly mobile one-star officer (brigadier or its equivalent) responsible for its corporate communications. The abolition of these posts has led to a blander relationship between the army and the media, often more focused on short-term damage limitation than on gaining and maintaining a relationship of mutual trust and confidence in which the media report not simply the good and the bad but the broader ground between them. In consequence, comments embodying breathtaking ignorance pass for fact. In March 2005 a correspondent assured readers of the Independent that officers in Iraq were rarely about because they were,


as anyone who has served in the army will know, of course, in the officers mess, a combination of sixth-form public school common room and London club. The officer chaps, junior ranks of course, will on occasion emerge from the mess, nod vaguely to the NCO who will be told to carry on, and will then disappear, as quickly as possible, to their very comfortable and sheltered world.



He based this on personal experience: he had been a National Serviceman over forty years ago, long before most officers and soldiers serving in Iraq were even born, and often before their parents were born. The post of Director of Public Relations (Army) was temporarily reinstituted as I worked on this book, but much important ground has been lost in its absence.

On two trips to Iraq I did not manage to find an officers mess, and somehow this comfortable and sheltered world eluded me. I did eat with two British generals  in the same cookhouse and from the same menu as everyone else, regardless of rank, in their headquarters. When soldiers make mistakes the question of officer supervision must indeed be raised; but superannuated assertions that on operations there is a boss class insulated from reality are an insult to the hundreds of officers who are separated from their soldiers only by the responsibility they exercise. Many of the Independents readers, themselves ignorant of army life, will probably take such rubbish seriously, and there is, it seems, nobody to disabuse them. On the one hand, serving members of the armed forces cannot write to the press without either getting permission to do so or, alternatively, risking their careers. On the other, the army is less good than it ought to be at explaining to a demilitarized society just why it preserves structures and practices that may seem at odds with twenty-first-century Britain.



And so to one particular set of structures and practices. Even the most resolutely civilian reader who has followed me so far will, I hope, understand what The Princess of Waless Royal Regiment is. Its 1st Battalion, with which this book is concerned, is an armoured infantry battalion of around six hundred men, with a headquarters company, three rifle companies (A, B and C Companies) and a fire support company (perversely designated Y Company). When it deployed to Iraq in 2004 it was based at Tidworth, on the Hampshire/Wiltshire border, and soon after its return it moved to Paderborn in Germany, where it will remain for the foreseeable future. A battalion is commanded by a lieutenant colonel, in the case of 1 PWRR by Matt Maer, a police officers son and agricultural economics graduate who had his fortieth birthday in Iraq. Like all other mainstream regular officers in the battalion he had spent a year at the Royal Military Academy Sandhurst before being commissioned into The Queens Regiment in 1986.

Matt Maer did a number of junior officers jobs within the regiment before becoming a captain instructor on the famously tough Platoon Sergeants Battle Course at Brecon, where he found: I had fallen in love with Brecon. Subsequently I had also fallen in love with and married a lady whose maiden name was Jenkins and [who], not unrelatedly, had a cottage in Brecon. It was here that I always liked to go when I was tired and in need of true rest. He attended the Army Staff College at Camberley, and afterwards served as chief of staff of 19th Mechanized Brigade, earning an MBE in Bosnia, and had held one staff appointment in the MOD as a lieutenant colonel before taking command of 1 PWRR not long before it deployed.

Matt is six feet three inches tall and solidly built, a fact that perturbed Captain Nick Thasarathar on 18 April 2004, flag day, when 1 PWRR formally took over from the outgoing battalion, 1st Light Infantry (1 LI). Thasarathar set out for downtown Al Amarah from Camp Abu Naji with the CO and his rover group  a small mobile command team and protection party  in three stripped-down Land Rovers.


Weapons were loaded, crews mounted up, radios checked, goggles fitted, engines started and those of us on top cover assumed our positions. I rode top cover in the rear vehicle, facing backwards. This involved standing up in the rear of the Wolf [Land Rover], through the gaps in the roll cage, and covering potential enemy firing points with my weapon while we were on the move. A strange position for a commander you might think, but this was my first trip out with the rover group and I needed to learn the ropes. The rover group had spent months together prior to the tour practising their actions on [various specified events] and SOPs [standard operating procedures]. I had not joined them until the start of the tour so it was necessary to see how they operated first before leaping in.



Alongside me was Private Mackenzie, an amicable Rastafarian from Jamaica serving under the Commonwealth soldier programme, he was our vehicles radio operator and also helped with rear top cover. Facing forward on top cover was Lance Corporal Kev Phillips. He was a short, stocky PTI [physical training instructor] who took great pride in his job but was forever getting injured. He was armed with a Minimi light machine gun, the bulk of our vehicles firepower. The CO emerged and mounted up in the middle vehicle, he too preferred to ride in a top cover position. This caused all of us a little concern because being well over six feet tall he stuck out above the roll cage a lot more than the rest of us. This made him an easier target and as we were there primarily to protect him, naturally it worried us. However, the CO throughout the tour shared the same dangers as his men, and that is what is expected of a leader, so no one was going to object.

Like almost everyone else in the battalion, Matt Maer habitually carried an SA80 rifle, and that day found himself using it in earnest, cut off in Al Amarah in a low-walled garden with the wall gradually disintegrating under the impact of machine-gun fire. Although the battalions chief PTI, Quartermaster Sergeant Instructor Sibthorpe, was responsible for his personal security, commanding an infantry battalion in a place like Al Amarah does not exonerate a man from being a soldier first.

Matt Maer commanded his battalion with the assistance of a small headquarters. His second-in-command (2ic), Major Toby Walch, is a year younger and came from the Royal Hampshire side of the regimental family. Normally the 2ics operational task is to run the battle while the CO plans the next move, but he must also be prepared to take command at short notice if the CO is killed or wounded, or when he goes on leave. The particular circumstances of Al Amarah meant that Matt Maer was often operating at the political level, negotiating with local leaders, and so Toby Walch dealt with many of the issues that would normally have fallen within the COs remit. His appetite for hard work and his easy, confident manner inspired one young officer to suggest to me that it was obvious that the only person on earth who scared him was his wife.

The Operations Officer, Captain Charlie Curry until July, and then Captain Dom Sweny, turned the plans conceived at the COs planning group into actionable orders and then fought the battle either from the 2ics vehicle or from an operations room, a large room with maps and radios. In Northern Ireland, say, a major incident would be run by the CO, 2ic or ops officer, but at Al Amarah there were often so many incidents going on at the same time that some of them were run by relatively junior personnel. The Ops Warrant Officer, WO2 Andy Wiseman, universally known as the Wise Man, who had once joined the French Foreign Legion before it was pointed out to him that the fact that he was already in the British army was a significant disadvantage, helped the Ops Officer. At Camp Abu Naji the Regimental Communications Officer, Captain Ross Noott, a keen Archers fan and, as the tour wore on, a no less keen tobacco-chewer, who commanded the signal platoon (the battalions trained radio operators), also generally worked in the ops room. The Intelligence Officer, Captain James Rands, with his tiny staff, was busily engaged in tracking hostile activity and predicting future enemy action.

Lastly, the adjutant, first Captain Duncan Allen and then Captain Simon Doyle, was the COs chief of staff, responsible for a whole host of matters to do with personnel and discipline that went far beyond the next weeks operations. There was a general feeling that discipline was not a significant problem on operations, as soldiers dont have the time, freedom or alcohol to mess up. But confidential reports still needed attention, and the COs diary was remarkably full: There is a tendency for every lurker from the UK to come and poke around and they all expect a full tour. It is good to be put in ones place. The entrance to the COs office  occupied, in the recent past, by a senior Iraqi officer  lay through the adjutants, which says much for the relationship.

The regimental sergeant major (RSM) occupies a unique position in the structure of a British battalion. As a warrant officer class 1 he is its senior non-commissioned member, with a formal responsibility for maintaining standards and discipline but with a deep and pervasive influence on almost everything that happens in the battalion. He is unfailingly sir to his juniors, even to the company sergeant majors, warrant officers class 2, and only a step behind him in rank. WO1 Shaun Whyte had joined the Royal Hampshires almost twenty-three years before and had retained the accent of his native Dorset, in which he subjected the unwary to a barrage of Frank Carsonesque jokes. On 16 April RSM Whyte, part of the COs rover group that had headed into Al Amarah, characteristically seized a quiet moment to get his hair trimmed by the barber, a local man who was visiting Y Company in CIMIC House* at the time. Halfway through the shearing, he recalled,


I noticed that there was a sudden increase in activity all around me, culminating, to my horror, in the QMSI telling me Were off. With half a hair cut I gestured to the barber to hurry up and then thrust $5 into his hand as I left to rush back to the vehicles, hoping that I didnt look like the lead singer of the 80s pop group The Human League. This would not be good for the RSM!



A few minutes later he was involved in a firefight:


An RPG had been fired and exploded above our vehicles in the trees, knocking out one driver [Private Corky Cawkwell  whose unruffled and deliberate approach to driving, even under fire, led the RSM to nickname him Driving Miss Daisy] and hitting another with shrapnel [Private Jacobs]  I saw two terrorists firing their weapons Beirut style towards us, as I raised my rifle to return fire I saw Lance Corporal Phillips to my forward left on the floor face down with arms and legs going ten to the dozen obviously in trouble. I returned fire and then rushed towards Lance Corporal Phillips. As I closed in on him I saw the wound on his neck and without thinking I put my hand straight on it to try and stop the bleeding telling him he is going to be all right. I dont know why but while I was struggling with things to say to Lance Corporal Phillips, looking at him it suddenly occurred to me that his sideburns were too long and so I told him  It made him laugh for a short moment anyway, some relief from the pain.



Although I never got to know him well, I admired RSM Whyte enormously. While I was waiting to be flown out of Al Amarah from a desert airstrip codenamed Sparrowhawk we chatted about what he called the values and qualities that make us a professional army, and he repeatedly raised his rifle to use its individual weapon sight (IWS) to scan sandy crest-lines in the middle distance, muttering approvingly that the boys in the company securing the airstrip were working well, getting on with their jobs without the need for orders. It was a warm extraction in more ways than one, for the RAF C-130 Hercules eventually arrived kicking out flares to decoy heat-seeking missiles, an early warning of a coming take-off accompanied by corkscrewing so as to put hostile marksmen off their aim. I shall remember WO1 Whyte that hot Iraqi morning, calm, unhurried and somehow omnicompetent, as long as I remember anything. Offered a commission at the end of his time as RSM, he turned it down, preferring to see out his time to pension in a recruiting job in the south-east of England, with his last major military appointment as RSM of an excellent battalion at the height of its powers. I lament his loss, but somehow I do not blame him.



Headquarter Company comprised the various departments needed to administer the battalion. The clerks, members of the Adjutant-Generals Corps, abbreviated to AGC  and unkindly, though not wholly inaccurately, known as the All Girls Corps  came under the control of the Regimental Administrative Officer, Captain Alf Garnett, his real first name a matter of deep and unresolved speculation. They were responsible for the battalions pay and records, and most were housed in an office next door to
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