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INTRODUCTION

The Mammoth Book of Special Ops presents over forty accounts of unconventional warfare from the Vietnam War to recent military operations in Iraq.

The accounts are drawn from the years 1966–2006. Two-thirds of them come from 1990 onwards, and they feature first-hand accounts of operations both by special forces and by regular troops conducting special operations. The Mammoth Book of Special Ops includes accounts of special operations by Australian, Israeli, Pakistani and Russian forces as well as American and British forces.

In the book, you’ll find accounts describing missions behind enemy lines, Long Range Reconnaissance, counter-insurgency, counter-terrorism, hostage rescues, maritime operations, snipers, pathfinders, Close Air Support, close quarter battles and peacekeeping.

Civilians are included, too. For example, at the Beslan school siege in 2004 Russian Special Forces watched over open sights while terrorists held over 1,000 people hostage. Many of the hostages were children who were kept without food or water for three days (Beslan School Siege).

The value of good reconnaissance and local intelligence is apparent in accounts throughout (Mosul, Fallujah, Operation Barras, Marine Snipers in Nam, Tiger Country).

The bravery of the troops shines through. Custer’s Last Stand is an account of a Green Beret patrol in Vietnam during 1970, where the US Special Forces patrol had to be rescued. When an officer with the relieving force reached them, he said, “Motherfucker, this looks like Custer’s last stand!” More recently, two British patrols were cut off and surrounded at Majar al-Kabir in 2003. The paras fought their way out but six military policemen were killed, and the incident has been called the British “Black Hawk Down” (Majar al-Kabir).

Unconventional fighting has its place here, too. During the Tet Offensive in 1968, the unexpected and unconventional tactics of the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong made a definite contribution to the result of the war. Although the North Vietnamese and Viet Cong lost 50,000 men in the Tet Offensive, they achieved their political goals (The Tet Offensive). And at Nasiriyah in 2003 an Iraqi Infantry Division fought in an unconventional manner and the individual units of a US Marine Task Force fell into a series of traps set for them. The Marine units had to respond in equally unconventional ways, while its senior commanders were unable to understand what was happening (Ambush Alley).

Mysteries are also solved. Numerous different sources reveal what really happened to the SAS patrol Bravo Two Zero during the First Gulf War in 1991. Ten years later, an investigator discovered exactly who compromised them and what they really did. (Whatever Happened to Bravo Two Zero?)

Finally, the changing nature of military operations in recent years is also shown. Unconventional tactics are required when fighting against unconventional opponents. As one soldier said, in Iraq in 2004:

This is a guerrilla war . . . to win this war, we’ve gotta fight as guerrilla warriors. The more we raid and patrol and seize the initiative, the closer we’ll come to winning this war.


MOSUL (2004)

Counter IED patrol

In 2003–4 Mike Tucker spent fourteen months with US forces on special operations in Iraq.

Tucker is a former US Marine infantry veteran with special operations experience. After his service with the US Marines he lived in Thailand for five years; then he took an MA degree. As a journalist he has specialized in investigating war crimes. In 2002 he went behind Burmese army lines with Karen guerillas, but in 1992 he had actually fought on the same side as the Karen guerillas when they raided a Burmese army slave labour party near Shotoh mountain, across the border from North West Thailand.

On 18 July 2003 he entered northern Iraq. Among the Kurds he documented previously unreported atrocities, including massacres at Gizi and Soriya.

On 27 September he was attached to various units as an embedded writer. He was posted around Mosul in northern Iraq. He was not given combatant status but he was given a 9mm Beretta sidearm and was told not to hesitate to use it. Every combat commander told him to stay close to their men when they moved; never to get in front of them; and always to tell them when he saw the enemy.

On 3 October Tucker joined a Counter IED foot patrol. IEDs are Improvised Explosive Devices, usually roadside bombs detonated by insurgents. They are often placed on the Coalition’s main supply routes to damage their convoys. To Tucker, it was like being a human mine-detector walking through Mosul, looking suspiciously at every gold and green palm-oil can to check if it had wires sticking out of it. The wires could be tied to grenades, plastic explosives or TNT within the cans.

When on foot, the patrolling soldiers regarded heaps of plastic bags, market refuse and empty plastic jugs with suspicion, checking them for signs like loose scattered dirt. That could indicate a freshly dug hole which might contain former Iraqi army artillery rounds daisy-chained together with baling wire, to ensure that the explosion had greater power to kill or maim. First Sergeant Nathan Fulks called them “Hope it ain’t me patrols”. He had patrolled in the Kurdish hills during the First Gulf War, when their greatest fear had been stepping on a mine. He compared the danger from mines to the threat from IEDs.

The patrol that rolled out at dawn on 3 October had an additional purpose: to deceive the insurgents into thinking everything was normal when in fact a special operation was being planned. After the patrol, the US forces would circle around their base and immediately enter the tight narrow streets to kill or capture insurgents whom ground intelligence had informed them were in the area. The raid was made by the Scout platoon of HHC Company of the Third Battalion of Five Hundred and Second Infantry Regiment (3–502) of the Hundred and First Airborne Division (the Screaming Eagles).

Raising his M203 in the pouring rain, a sergeant waved them through. A specialist opened the gates and they rolled out in four trucks. The lead and tail trucks mounted fifty-calibre machine guns, while the middle two mounted Squad Automatic Weapon (SAW) – light machine guns.

The trucks had sandbags packed against their wooden sides for protection against ambushes. In the distance they could see the spires of Muslim minarets, ancient Assyrian domed temples and bombed-out Ba’athist buildings. The men scanned their sectors looking for Rocket Propelled Grenade (RPG) gunners rushing out of an alley or around a street corner. They scoped the minarets of mosques and the streets and rooftops for snipers. Their eyes were always busy but their weapons were on safe.

People were beginning to appear on the streets: Arab women with their heads covered in black scarves and wearing long billowing black dresses, children heading to school, Kurdish men in baggy trousers with sashes around their waists, Kurdish women in silk and colourful cotton dresses. Vendors’ stalls were piled high with apples, oranges and heaps of onions. Donkeys and horses meandered along the cracked concrete sidewalks.

They turned onto a main street, where they were held up by horse-drawn carts.

By this time, they were patrolling on foot. They checked out every palm-oil tin very carefully. One member of the team examined the tin to see if there were any wires sticking out of it or any disturbed dirt around it. Finally, he lifted it with a stick. It was empty.

The other members of the team watched their surroundings carefully. IEDs are sometimes command detonated; they can be set off by remote control by an insurgent who is actually nearby within sight, so the team was alert for anyone looking out of a window or peeping around a corner.

They continued walking watchfully. Every dawn, patrols of scouts or men from the mortar sections rolled out on Counter IED patrols in heavily armed trucks heading for the dusty rubble-strewn and sewage-ripe streets of Mosul. They were glared at by some Iraqis, cheered by others and ignored by the rest.

Many of the men thought that foot patrols built rapport with the locals and brought good real-time ground intelligence: “eyes on the ground”.

The patrol had spread out with ten metres between each man. By the time they reached their trucks, their flak jackets were heavy with rain.

Specialist Joe Thoman told Tucker about a counter IED patrol that had been ambushed on 13 September. It was a very dark night, a little after eight in the evening. All the streetlights had breen shot out. The two-truck patrol had been preventing black market sales of propane gas. The street was only just wide enough for their trucks.

Thoman was on the SAW on the lead truck, while specialist Hurt was driving the trail truck. As they turned a corner there were blasts behind them, multiple explosions. Although they were ordered to drive through, they dismounted and went back to their trail truck. It was covered in smoke with sparks coming from underneath.

Gordy from the trail truck had been hit and had jumped off. People were appearing in the streets and on the rooftops. The scouts fired warning shots; if people kept popping up or approaching, they shot them.

Sergeant Morales had been on the lead truck. When he reached Hurt he found that Hurt’s lower right leg had been mangled and his right foot had been blown off. Morales put a wire tourniquet on Hurt’s wounded leg; meanwhile Thoman tried to keep Hurt from going into shock by getting him to focus. Thoman and Staff Sergeant Chapman grabbed Hurt and got him onto the lead truck. They drove to an intersection where a Black Hawk helicopter set down. It was the One Hundred and First Division’s “Eye in the Sky”, which took him to the nearest airfield. When it got there, Hurt’s blood pressure was down to ninety-five.

They went back to the trail truck and discovered the IED had blown the whole floor off it. They checked out some screaming coming from a nearby house; it was an Iraqi civilian who been hit by shrapnel from the IED blast.

After that incident the patrols were enlarged to a minimum of four vehicles. At least two of the vehicles were heavily armed with fifty-calibre machine guns and MK19s. At 9:30 on 3 October they rolled out again to make the raid. Children waved at them and shouted greetings, and Tucker replied in Arabic. Women were emptying buckets of dirty water into the streams of raw sewage, and the smell reminded Tucker of elephant dung in Burma. Trash fires were burning in oil-drums on the sidewalks. Men in two-piece suits with kaffiyehs around their necks warmed their hands over the fires.

The scouts remained vigilant until they stopped near a two-storey building. They dismounted while the machine-gunners stood fast. As they reached an alley corner near a T intersection, Morales said, “Watch the balconies, watch the rooftops.” Tucker looked up and saw Iraqis coming out on the balconies as they secured the alleys around the two-storey building.

Another truck manned by the mortar section had joined the scouts to guard their rear. They checked the gate to the courtyard for any signs of wires or detonating cord. Then they jabbed it open with the barrel of a gun. Their interpreter greeted an Iraqi who came out to meet them. The interpreter told the soldiers that he had no objection if they searched his house and asked him questions. Their officer told them to clear the house and separate the men from the women.

The purpose of the raid was to kill or capture the insurgents who had planned and carried out the ambush that had nearly killed Hurt. An Iraqi woman told them that the mother of one of the insurgents lived across the street, so they crossed the street, taking care to secure each new area they entered. The interpreter identified the insurgent’s mother. At first she denied that he had been there. They made their way straight up to the rooftop. Tucker noticed some muddy footprints on the roof of an adjoining building. The footprints looked scuffed up, as if they had been dug in just before someone leapt. The woman they had been talking to continued to deny that her son had been there. When she was threatened with arrest she offered to take them to him. Their officer told them that they were moving out “hasty raid. On foot.”

The interpreter took the mother out to the trucks while the scouts stopped at each alley corner and checked both ways before crossing. They covered each other while their officer spoke into his I-Com radio. When they came to a wider street, they slowed to join their trucks.

The interpreter met them with the mother, who indicated a blue steel door in a high concrete wall. The door had a latch but there was no house number. The mother knocked on the door and was admitted, followed by the scouts. Inside it was like a candle-lit cave with a small kerosene heater burning brightly. Two Arab men and a boy were there. The men were aged about thirty. One of them admitted that he had planned the ambush on 13 September. They took him back to the Strike Brigade Holding area where insurgents were detained and interrogated.

Their officer came out with the captured insurgent. Lieutenant Thomas told his team leaders: “Hasty raid, we know where the second one is. The guy talked; he gave up everything. Let’s roll.”

At about one o’clock they drove out of the Strike Brigade’s base. Tucker was in the lead truck with Sergeant Lotto’s team. They passed a herd of water buffalo as they crossed the river Tigris and re-entered Mosul.

In Mosul, they had to negotiate heavy traffic, with Iraqis trying to weave between their trucks. Iraqi police halted the traffic at intersections and waved them through as two Kiowas swooped overhead, heading east at a height of 200 metres.

At the intersection where the Black Hawk had picked up Hurt they turned north, then turned in through a pair of old, crumbling brick gates. They halted, jumped out and formed a crescent-shaped perimeter around the open doorway of an auto repair shop. A big, heavy man in a short-sleeved khaki shirt and black trousers came out, and Sergeant Lotto levelled his rifle at him. The man put his hands up immediately and spoke quickly, wide-eyed. The interpreter confirmed that they had caught their man. The insurgent had already admitted that he threw the grenades and the IED that nearly killed Hurt and wounded Gordy and Chapman.

They took both insurgents back to the Strike Brigade Holding area. In their opinion, the insurgents were heading for the “Guantanamo slim-diet plan” after they had been interrogated.

At 3:30 in the afternoon they dropped the insurgents off at the Division Holding Centre. They dusted themselves off, cleared their weapons and checked for any rounds in the chambers. After a welcome meal in the “chow” tent, Tucker was told that he looked too conspicuous in his civilian gear. Because he didn’t look like a scout, he might be mistaken for a member of Special Forces and a sniper or insurgent might aim at him first. They lent him a pair of their fatigues.

Tucker went out on several more patrols with the Scout and Mortar platoons of 3–502. On 9 October he was talking to the HHC Company’s commander Captain Daniel Morgan, who explained:

“The culture here makes it interesting. You might think that the Arabs are at ease with you, but they may just be blowing smoke. So much is a face game. Are they telling you something just because it will save them face? They’ll tell you things that don’t always pan out. For every twenty things, you may get two. It’s worth it. Those two things will help you win the war.”

He nodded quickly, gulping down the last of his coffee.

“You get some evil perpetrators off the street,” he continued. “We’ve nailed key Ba’athists, former generals. There are three kinds of insurgents we’ve nailed here: former Ba’athist Party regime loyalists who want the status quo back. They want a Ba’athist dictatorship back in place. Saddam gave them whatever they wanted. Women, cars, houses, you name it. Then you’ve got fedayeen Saddam. These are former Iraqi Army, and also simply Iraqis whose allegiance is still to Saddam. The second group has rudimentary military skills. The first group often hires the second group. They also hire foreign fighters – Syrian mercenaries, for example. And your third group – al-Quaeda and al-Ansar Islam terrorists. Al-Quaeda and al-Ansar Islam are building up cell networks through the fedayeen.”

Tucker paused, getting it down, and Morgan sipped from his coffee. He’d heard reports up north of al-Quaeda’s connections to al-Ansar Islam and the fedayeen from Kurdish military intelligence, but no American in-country had ever stated as such to him.

“Al-Quaeda and al-Ansar Islam are coordinating with fedayeen Saddam?”

“Yes,” the captain said, shrugging his shoulders, speaking in a calm, matter-of-fact tone. “Which is where the mosques come into play. It’s very much a reconnaissance and intelligence war, and Special Operations will have an increasingly large role to play. I bet I can count on one hand the generals from WWII, Korea, and Vietnam who can tell me how to fight this war. By no means in any previous war was an infantry company commander, like myself, fighting like a CIA case officer. Moreover, we’ve done over two-dozen raids that were strictly joint Special Operations raids with CAG. We’ve done the planning – they’ve given me the ability to say no. The future is down that road – merging line units with Special Operations on a broader scale. All 18th Airborne Corps – 82nd Airborne, Screaming Eagles, and 10th Mountain will strike and kill our enemies in Iraq and Afghanistan with greater effectiveness if we integrate our Special Operations elements with our line units. And a vital part of all this, of course, is building strong, solid, human intelligence networks. Habitual relationships between Special Ops, line units, and human intelligence networks must be formed. Working with the Special Operations community, for instance, we use UAVs for aerial recon, real-time recon. As advanced as our technological recon assets are, like UAVs, however, the human intelligence cannot be replaced. There is simply no substitute for eyes-on reconnaissance. Which is why, in this war, your scouts and snipers are invaluable. Many times I’ve gotten Intel with a picture and a ten-digit grid location, exact target location, and been told not to recon – that the human, eyes-on recon, was unnecessary. I disobeyed those specific orders not to obtain eyes-on reconnaissance and I got the eyes-on recon. I confirmed, via eyes-on recon, that the reports were wrong, denied the intelligence, got human Intel on the perpetrators, and still carried out the operations. And nailed the perpetrators. I always tell the young lieutenants, and the men, of course, do not avoid reconnaissance. Reconnaissance is absolutely crucial to victory.”

Chopper raid to capture arms north of Mosul

On 21 October Tucker was told that third platoon Bravo Company would be raiding by air assault seven klicks (kilometres) north of Nimrud. Their targets would be a cache of three thousand mortar rounds and an insurgent cell leader and his assistant. Intelligence was aware that fedayeen had been telling imams at the mosques that they had many weapons and they were ready to spread them around.

On 22 October they took off in three Black Hawk helicopters, escorted by Kiowa warrior gunships.

Third platoon Bravo Company was commanded by Second Lieutenant Bromberger. After landing they discovered that they were in the wrong position and they would have to search for the arms cache by foot. Specialist Kemp had a mine detector strapped to his back. He was at the head of a vee-shaped formation of minesweepers, which were five metres apart.

Gun trucks rolled up in support from Delta Company Third Battalion Five Hundred and Second Regiment. A crowd of some thirty people was watching them 300 metres away.

Tucker joined Kemp and the other infantrymen who were acting as minesweepers. The Kiowas were still overhead when Kemp reported that he had found something. Bromberger told Kemp to stay still. Kemp handed Bromberger the headphones from his mine detector so that he could confirm the contact. He did so and marked the spot with a white stake. Then he gestured to his men to continue their search.

They inched their way forwards through deep thick dirt. As they swept the ground dust drifted up on them. One of the other minesweepers called out that he was getting strong signals. Again the lieutenant marked the position with a white stake. They made another contact ten feet further on. Bromberger decided that it was time to start digging. When Kemp had dug down six feet, his shovel touched something. Kemp carefully lifted his shovel out. He was able to pull out a white plastic case which contained six 82mm mortar rounds. They could see more cases piled underneath.

They set to work to dig up the arms cache. After digging all day they found 2,400 60mm mortar rounds and 600 82mm mortar rounds. Each round could have been made into an IED.

They also raided the nearby village where they discovered Rocket Propelled Grenades (RPGs), mortar sights, cleaning rods for mortar tubes, magazine pouches, yellow detonation cord, bandoliers packed with 7.62mm calibre bullets and magazines filled with 7.62 ammunition. In addition they found a machine gun bipod, maps and brand new wooden stocks for AK-47s in freshly painted green wooden crates.

The information about the arms caches had come from Kurdish sources. Tucker came to the conclusion that most of the Coalition’s successes in northern Iraq were based on information from Kurdish sources. All the Kurds’ information was gathered without satellites, radio and telephone interception or sophisticated gadgets like Unmanned Aerial Vehicles (UAVs). Instead they used the traditional techniques of hardcore reconnaissance on the ground, patrols and raids.

[image: image]


MAJAR AL-KABIR: BRITISH PATROLS IN TROUBLE (2003)

In February 2003 the chief of the British General Staff, General Sir Mike Jackson, predicted that, in Iraq: “The post-conflict situation will be more demanding and challenging than the conflict itself which could be relatively swift and with low casualties.” British, US and other Coalition forces were seeking to impose order upon a country the size of France with a population of 22.4 million.

The Royal Military Police (RMP) is the British army’s law enforcement unit. Once the war was won the RMP changed from being a rear echelon unit to being the “tip of the divisional spear”. Their most important task was rebuilding the Iraqi police force.

156 Provost Company (RMP) was in a battle group with the First Battalion of the Parachute Regiment (1 PARA). 1 PARA was deployed at Amarah, in Maysan province, based in a camp at Abu Najir. The local population regarded them as invaders who had destroyed their infrastructure.

As well as 156 Provost Company (RMP), units of the Army Air Corps (AAC) were based with 1 PARA at Abu Najir. The heat had grounded their Lynx helicopters but their Chinooks were still able to fly.

On 1 May President Bush had declared that the war was won. Operation (Op) Telic was the British army’s deployment in Iraq and was reduced in size. Two-thirds of the RMP force was sent home, including fifty RMPs and their commanding officer, Major Bryn Parry-Jones. Lieutenant Richard Phillips was in command of the twenty-five RMP who stayed in Iraq. They were due to be sent home early in July. 1 PARA was due to be replaced by the first battalion of the King’s Own Scottish Borderers.

The RMP responded to reported incidents such as murders and kidnappings. They patrolled, manned vehicle checkpoints and trained the Iraqi police force. They tried to gain the Iraqis’ trust by cajoling them and displaying a non-aggressive attitude. They usually left their rifles in their vehicles.

8 platoon of C Company of 1 PARA was divided into two “multiples”. The multiples’ call signs were Two Zero Alpha and Two Zero Bravo. They were due to patrol into Majar al-Kabir to show a “strong presence” because Majar al-Kabir was a volatile town where every local had access to weapons. Indeed, the locals saw it as their right to hold weapons. They were angry both because of shortages and the searches for weapons. They were inclined to protest at the invasion of their homes and because they wanted to keep their weapons.

The interim authority had decreed an amnesty under which locals might hand in their weapons. On 22 June the men of Two Zero Alpha were at the police station in Majar al-Kabir to collect weapons. No weapons had been handed in and the men were sunbathing. Private “Grif” Griffiths was doing stag (sentry duty) on the roof when scores of men appeared around the corner. Some of them were armed and they were all chanting: “La, La Amerika!” (No, no, America!). Griffiths alerted his sunbathing mates and Lieutenant Ross Kennedy, the officer comanding, ran into the courtyard. His men began dressing hurriedly. Stones began to break the windows. The naked paras got their kit together while the crowd wrecked the paras’ vehicles – a Land Rover and a DAF truck. Two Zero Alpha’s second in command (2IC) fired some warning shots over the crowd. Lieutenant Kennedy requested the Quick Reaction Force (QRF) via the satellite phone. He then climbed up on the roof to order his 2IC to cease fire. The QRF arrived and the crowd was pushed back by the column of Scimitar armoured cars and armed Land Rovers.

The same day, C Company’s commander, Major Chris Kemp, had a meeting with local leaders in which he warned them that patrols would continue and that they would return on 24 June.

On the evening of 23 June, Sergeant Simon Hamilton-Jewell RMP met with his commanding officer, Lieutenant Richard Phillips RMP, to discuss a tour of Iraqi police stations which his section was due to make the next day. On 24 June, in response to the increased threat, both “multiples” of 8 platoon were due to visit Majar al-Kabir.

At 0630–0700 a patrol drove through Majar al-Kabir in two WMIKs (heavily armed open-top Land Rovers). When they returned, they reported that the town was “eerily quiet” and that the locals had given them “death stares”.

The commander of the battle group was Lieutenant Colonel Tom Beckett, who was due to meet local officials that morning. His main effort in the post-war period had been restoring law and order, rebuilding schools and repairing water and electricity supplies. Beckett’s own description of the situation was “benign but fragile”. While he was away, Major Stuart Tootall was in charge of the battle group.

The area around Majar al-Kabir was flat. This restricted HF and VHF radio signals. Even within range there were black spots where communication was impossible. The paras were each equipped with Portable Role Radios (PRRs); they also had portable VHF radio and iridium satellite phones. The satellite phones connected directly to the Ops room but were diverted to voicemail if the company’s phone was in use. The RMPs were not equipped with personal radios and their only means of communication were the radios in their vehicles.

The RMP duty Ops room representative was Warrant Officer (W/O) Matthew “Bob” Marley. Sergeant Hamilton-Jewell had informed him of his section’s proposed journey. He was due to reach Al Uzayr by 1400 and to return to Abu Najir at 1700. Their first intended stop-off point was the police station at Majar al-Kabir. The RMPs were unaware of the paras’ task.

At 0900 Two Zero Alpha and Two Zero Bravo left Abu Najir for Majar al-Kabir.

At 0910 C section, 156 Provost Company RMP left the camp at Abu Najir for its tour of police stations. After its first call at Majar al-Kabir, it would proceed to Al Uzayr via Qalat Salih.

The paras’ ammunition was limited to 100 rounds per man for their personal rifles and 200 rounds for their General Purpose Machine Gun (GPMG). The full wartime load was six times this allowance. Their Pinzgauer vehicles were Austrian-made four-wheel-drive turbo-charged small trucks.

The RMPs were only carrying 50 rounds per man and had three Land Rover vehicles.

The paras were aware of the threat from Rocket Propelled Grenades (RPGs), so they varied the distance between their vehicles, occasionally swerving from side to side. It was scrubland with salt deposits and frenzied dogs on both sides of the road. Twenty minutes later they could see the town through the heat haze. But Lieutenant Ross Kennedy was unaware that Sergeant Hamilton-Jewell’s RMP section would be in Majar al-Kabir.

Majar al-Kabir had a population of approximately 60,000. It was approximately 4km in length by 3km from east to west. The poor shared mud huts, while the more affluent class lived in cubular houses which had flat concrete roofs and were painted white. The locals had been hardened by resistance to Saddam and believed that they had liberated themselves. Saddam’s supporters, the Ba’athists, had fled before the British arrived.

The attack on the police station two days before had expressed the locals’ rejection of both the new occupancy and the gun amnesty. There had been no shooting but it had been a warning. If the British returned, resistance would go up to the next level.

8 Platoon were due to meet up with a local militia known as Fawj ad-Dwaara (FAWJ). They were collaborators but had the reputation of being a trigger-happy outfit. The Iraqis called firing in the air “happy fire”. At 0930 8 platoon reached the militia headquarters. Ten minutes later, the RMP section arrived at the police station. C Section, 156 Provost Company RMP was commanded by Sergeant Simon Hamilton-Jewell. With him were Corporal Russ Aston, Corporal Paul Long, Corporal Simon Miller, Lance Corporal Ben Hyde and Lance Corporal Thomas Keys. All RMPs were non-commissioned officers (NCOs). An interpreter was waiting for them, a local named Joseph.

At the militia headquarters, the paras split into their two multiples. Two Zero Alpha would make a foot patrol while Two Zero Bravo remained at the militia headquarters. Two Zero Alpha moved out in staggered file, within five metres of each other, constantly turning to look back at the FAWJ militia as if they were unsure of where they would be or who they might threaten.

At 1000 a four-wheel-drive vehicle drew to a halt by Lieutenant Kennedy. The militia commander, Talal Abid Ahmed Zubaida, got out and told Kennedy: “You can’t go into the town.” Then he explained: “It’s not safe. Bad men. You will be shot at.”

Kennedy’s men had been shot at usually at least once a week. Only the day before his company commander and the militia leader had agreed that the British would “show a presence”. It appeared that their interpretations of what this meant in practice were different.

Zubaida insisted: “If you go then you cannot take my men with you. The town is too dangerous.” They agreed a compromise: that they would go in their vehicles and the militia would follow in theirs. Kennedy called Sergeant Robertson and briefed him on the change of plan, which also involved a change of route.

Two Zero Bravo would patrol in their Pinzgauer vehicles. They would cross the town’s southern bridge and enter the souk – a labyrinth of bazaars, stalls and booths. Two Zero Alpha would remain at the militia headquarters with the DAF truck.

Two Zero Bravo’s vehicle patrol drove off from the militia headquarters at 1010. They crossed the southern bridge over the river into the town. By 1015 they were driving into the souk. The narrow streets were filled with youths who pushed right up against the vehicles.

The loudspeakers on the mosques began to broadcast:

They are coming to search for weapons, to tear our houses apart. We musn’t let them. Arm yourselves, they want to fight us. La, La, Amerika!

The crowd took up the chant: “La, La, Amerika!” The mob was two hundred strong and becoming increasingly hostile; they were beginning to throw stones.

By 1020 the crowd was getting louder. Sergeant Robertson knew that he could not use his satellite phone in a built-up area.

Sheikh Kadhum al-Fraijy, a tribal leader, described afterwards:

There was a patrol in the market and the people started throwing stones at them. The children were pulling at the soldiers’ arms and trying to grab their weapons.

Back at the police station forty or fifty Iraqi policemen in civilian clothes were following their standard operating procedure. Faced with policing a town that had as many weapons as it had citizens, they merely remained in the building. Kennedy was also faced with an angry mob outside militia headquarters and he had lost radio communication with his patrol.

Meanwhile the RMP section had been at the police station for half an hour. Hamilton-Jewell, Aston and Hyde were inside the building with the Iraqi police. Long, Miller and Keys were outside with their Land Rovers. The military policemen’s rifles and body armour were in their vehicles. At the militia headquarters hundreds of children were throwing rocks at the men of the Two Zero Alpha multiple, who crouched behind their vehicles.

The crowd around Two Zero Bravo were beginning to thump the bonnets of the paras’ vehicles with their fists. Sergeant Robertson ordered his men to dismount: “Debus, debus and push them back. We need a cordon around the vehicles, and hold it.”

Paras from both vehicles got out and started shoving the crowd back. The men from the second vehicle noticed that the militia were no longer with them. Robertson and Dolman had spotted the ringleaders. They had a riot gun which fired plastic bullets. They hoped that shooting the ring-leaders with the riot gun would make the crowd back off.

The crowd didn’t back off. Robertson noticed a gap in the crowd but a white four-by-four drove toward their vehicles and blocked the route. Robertson marched up to its driver with their interpreter. Through the interpreter, he told the driver to move it. The driver just shrugged. Robertson grabbed him by the shirt and pressed him against the side of the vehicle. The Iraqi got into his vehicle and drove it away.

Meanwhile the crowd had closed in again and they were continuing to throw stones. Robertson himself fired the first warning shots from his A2 (SA80 Mark II) assault rifle. Further warning shots were fired with their GPMG and Minimi light machine gun. The Iraqis turned and the street partially cleared. Most of Two Zero Bravo climbed back onto their vehicles, although Lynch and Hull stayed on their feet with Robertson and Dolman.

Suddenly they were under fire. Dolman dived for cover behind a garden wall. At least three of them had been the targets of aimed shots. They had just spotted where the rounds had come from: “Enemy, first floor!”, when the volume of gunfire drowned the sound of their communication with each other. Robertson and Dolman fired at the man they had seen in the window. Robertson shouted at Lynch and Hull: “Get back on the Pinz and give us some covering fire!”

Two more gunmen broke from cover and shot at Dolman. Lynch and Hull opened fire and the gunmen went down. It was 1030.

Ahmed Younis said:

The market was very crowded. I threw myself onto the ground and shouted to everyone to run away or get down. The shooting lasted for about five minutes but there were bullets going everywhere. They were firing on automatic. I couldn’t believe it when they started shooting.

Sheikh Shejar said:

The Iraqi side fired first. Later they went to the police station and attacked there. The mob wanted to shelter at the police station and use it as a base to attack the British.

At the police station Hamilton-Jewell, Aston and Hyde heard the gunfire and broke off their meeting. The RMPs did not know that Iraqis had been killed in the souk – the situation had become a blood feud in which the victims would require blood in return. The responsibility belonged to all the tribesmen in town, not just the victims’ families and members of their own tribe, because lives had been taken by outsiders. According to custom, outsiders’ lives were required in return.

At the militia headquarters, the paras of the Two Zero Alpha multiple recognized the difference between the sound of Two Zero Bravo’s weapons and AK-47s. One of the militia tried to tell them it was “happy firing” but the paras’ assault rifles had a higher-pitched sound and they kept them on single shot. In their experience the Iraqis always fired on automatic.

Lieutenant Kennedy knew that the Two Zero Bravo multiple was in a contact situation and he wanted to make sure they were extracted. He ordered his men to “mount up”. They climbed into the DAF truck and Kennedy told his men: “Right, nobody overreact. Cover your arcs and keep an eye on those with weapons.” He ordered Griffiths and Ritchie up into the firing positions but reminded them, “Only fire if you can identify armed targets.”

The Iraqis chased Two Zero Bravo through the souk but were frustrated when the paras mounted their vehicles and drove away. The Iraqis headed north for the crossroads.

At the police station, Hamilton-Jewell ordered his men to bring their vehicles into the compound. Some of the Iraqi police left promising that they were going to investigate. Some of the mob began to notice the RMPs.

The loudspeakers were broadcasting: “Arm yourselves; the British are attacking. Fight for your freedom!”

Two Zero Alpha in the DAF had reached the north east corner of the crossroads. They were in contact and were returning fire. Lieutenant Kennedy ordered his men to “debus, debus.” This was a standard operating procedure under heavy fire. His 2IC told them to “split left and right!” They were taking so much incoming fire that those nearest the DAF dived for cover underneath it. The driver had taken cover on the opposite side of the road. Their GPMG laid down suppressing fire, which enabled the driver to get back to the DAF. They spotted Iraqis advancing towards them down the main street, but held them back by charging towards them. Other paras advanced in pairs. The Iraqi gunmen retreated but it was hard to tell them from bystanders. The Coalition’s rules of engagement were only to shoot at those carrying weapons. When the Iraqis were not firing, they hid their rifles.
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Lieutenant Kennedy told his 2IC: “We’re going to re-mount and extract to the edge of town. Comms are fucked, we’ll have to exfil.”

His driver told him that the truck would have to be jump-started. Kennedy told two of his men to hold off the Iraqis while the rest pushed. They moved the truck forwards but not, at first, enough to start the engine.

The Two Zero Bravo paras could hear Two Zero Alpha’s contact but they couldn’t see them. They looked for an exit from the main street. As soon as they found one they began to look for their officer and the rest of his men.

In fierce heat and under enemy fire, the men of Two Zero Alpha were still pushing their truck while two of them engaged the enemy. One of them was the GPMG gunner, who was one of the last aboard when they finally got the engine started. The other man who had been engaging the enemy took the firing position above the driver’s cabin.

Two of the British targets had eluded the Iraqis. The mob closed in on the remaining British target: the RMPs in the police station. Hamilton-Jewell told the interpreter that he needed the remaining Iraqi policemen to stand facing the mob. But once the Iraqi police saw the size and temper of the crowd they retreated into the back of the police station. The Iraqi policemen began to work the bars out of one of the windows so they could climb out and escape.

The Two Zero Bravo paras were far from getting clear. They were receiving incoming fire from both sides of the river as well as in front of and behind them. In fact, they were in a state of all-round defence and they were running low on ammunition. Robertson managed to get through to the ops room on the satellite phone. He told the duty officer: “We are in a heavy contact. We’ve killed several enemy already and we’re starting to run low on ammunition. No casualties.” He reported that they were surrounded and requested the QRF “Somewhere near the centre of town, on the eastern side of the river, north of the souk.”

After he had reported that “there’s hundreds of guys firing at us” he asked, “Where’s Mr Kennedy?” He was told that the ops room hadn’t heard from him and that they presumed he was with Robertson. Robertson told them that Kennedy had been at the militia headquarters but that they had “lost comms”. The ops officer promised to send help.

Two Zero Alpha was driving north. When they were about 2km away from the police station, Kennedy tried to get through on the satellite phone. The ops room told the Army Air Corps to get a Chinook on standby at the Helicopter Landing Site (HLS). The QRF had already been alerted. Warrant Officer Marley, the RMP duty ops room representative told the duty officer that he had a section scheduled to pass through the town that morning. He couldn’t confirm because he didn’t have comms. They might have already left for their next destination.

Sergeant Jason Rogers from the Airborne Reaction Force (ARF) reported and was informed what was going on. It was a nightmare scenario. Two lightly armed multiples were outnumbered and trapped in a volatile town and, possibly an RMP section, too. Their lives depended on effective communications and men and assets being available immediately but ammunition and medical supplies had been packed away because they were due to return to the UK in two weeks’ time. They had not even been allowed to keep their personal morphine phials beyond the war phase of Op Telic.

At 1045 the Field Surgical Team at Abu Najir had been alerted. An Immediate Response team prepared to leave from the Helicopter Landing Site (HLS). At the police station most of the Iraqi police had left. Their chief begged the RMP to leave with them. One of the RMP told him: “It’s our duty to stay.”

At 1050 Kennedy got through to the ops room on the satellite phone. He was told what had happened to Bravo and was sent back in to help extract them. At the base Major Stuart Tootall, the acting commander of the battle group, delayed sending off the QRF while he reviewed his assets.

Robertson was told that Two Zero Alpha had managed to get to the edge of town but had been ordered back in to help extract them. Robertson ordered his driver to get their Pinz running. The next moment an RPG hit its fuel tank and the Pinz exploded.

In the courtyard of the police station, one of the RMP’s Land Rovers had been set on fire. The few remaining Iraqi policemen were still pleading for the RMP to leave with them. Hamilton-Jewell told them that he needed a radio because theirs had been destroyed in the Land Rover. The Iraqis offered to telephone the police at Qalat Salih.

Major Stuart Tootall was organizing the despatch of all available forces. He ordered C Company’s commander to take everything available from B Company and the support company down to Majar al-Kabir to assess the situation and report back.

Two Zero Alpha in the DAF got as far as 500 metres from the police station before they came into contact. Bullet holes appeared in the cabin door, an indicator light was smashed and the windscreen cracked. They returned fire with interest but they could do nothing about the RPGs. When “RPGs” were reported they all dived out but the driver stayed in the vehicle. One RPG was on target but it was deflected by a drooping electrical cable which altered the grenade’s direction; the shower of sparks struck the DAF. The driver got out but could not find enough cover to give him a firing position.

Two Zero Bravo had lost their second Pinz in flames. They were too far inside Majar al-Kabir to escape on foot, so Robertson asked the interpreter where they could hide until the Airborne Reaction Force (ARF) arrived. He told his men, “Buddy up, we’re going to fire and manoeuvre then lay low.” He added they should “check mags” because he knew they were getting low on ammunition.

They zigzagged along the cratered streets, keeping the river Majar on their left-hand side. They saw a Dushka up ahead. (This is the Russian equivalent of .50 calibre Browning heavy machine gun.) When it fired, the crouching paras could feel the ground shake.

They were pinned down by some gunmen, including one with an RPG. Robertson asked to be told when the RPG man was ready to fire. “He’s in the aim, Sergeant . . . Now!” Robertson stood up from cover and shot him. The other Iraqis who had pinned them down exposed themselves and were put down by single shots. The paras took the chance to move.

Two Zero Bravo, Two Zero Alpha and the RMP section were within 400 metres of each other but were unable to communicate with each other.

At the HLS there were two Chinooks. Neither was sufficiently armoured for combat operations. One of the Chinooks had its rotors spinning. The pilot of the other was a female flight lieutenant, and the ARF was aboard her Chinook. She had been briefed and was methodically going through her preflight checks when the pilot of the other Chinook came over to ask her what was happening. He was Wing Commander Guy van den Berg, commander of 27 Squadron, RAF. He had just arrived from Basra in the Chinook that still had its rotors spinning. She told him what was happening and asked if she could take his Chinook because it would be quicker. He told her that he would take the ARF.

The medics were already aboard the Chinook that was running, but the medics were surprised when Sergeant Rogers’ men came across from the female flight lieutenant’s Chinook. It was unusual for medics and paras to be aboard the same helicopter.

An Army Air Corps Gazelle helicopter was sent out to locate Two Zero Alpha and Two Zero Bravo and to provide both multiples with an aerial comms link to the ops room. The Gazelle’s call sign was Gaz One. Gaz One had also been told to “have a look at the police station” (for the RMPs). It was 1105.

Part of the additional forces Major Tootall had managed to find was a Manoeuvre Support Group (MSG), commanded by Colour Sergeant Luke. It saw Gaz One fly above them as they took on additional ammunition supplies. The Headquarters of 1 (UK) Division was notified of the alarming situation in Majar al-Kabir.

At 1110, Colour Sergeant Luke told the men of his Manoeuvre Support Group that they were going back into Majar al-Kabir again. Some of them had made the morning patrol. They were equipped with WMIKs armed with a .50 cal and a GPMG but they only had peacetime amounts of ammunition for them: 100 rounds for the .50 and 400 for the GPMG. Each WMIK had a crew of three, a driver and a commander (IC Wagon). The IC Wagon sat in the front and fired the GPMG. The .50 cal gunner sat behind him.

Two Zero Bravo took over an Iraqi house and told the occupants to lie on the floor. Robertson persuaded the house owner to go out to find out where the gunmen were. The paras were down to a single magazine or a mag and a half each. From inside the house, the satellite phone’s signal was only just strong enough to get through to the ops room. Ops were able to tell him that the ARF and QRF were on their way and that there was an MSG heading towards them. They promised to keep the line open and asked if he had comms with Gaz One yet. Robertson told them: “We’re trying. We’re in a house on the eastern side of the river. There’s wasteland to the north of us; we were being RPGed, we had to debus and find a hide. The crowd are milling around the wagons.” He was told the Chinook would be there “any minute”.

Robertson divided Two Zero Bravo into two sections. He told Dolman that, if they got overrun, he was to take the five men of his section into the other building. Robertson would take the men of the remaining section into an outhouse. Dolman told his men to “get full mags on now. Top up the rest”. Dolman got comms with Gaz One.

Only one of the RMPs was an experienced infantryman. Lance Corporal Thomas Keys was an ex-para who had been in Operation Barras in 2000. Then he had more than 600 rounds for his GPMG, but on 24 June 2003 he was armed as a policeman with 50 rounds for his assault rifle. Lance Corporal Keys trained his sights on the entrance to the police station. Although Tom Keys had been in combat, he was the youngest member of the section. His twenty-first birthday was due in four days.

Corporal Simon Miller had already received multiple gunshot wounds while he was in the courtyard of the police station. His RMP comrades pulled out his shell dressings and applied them to staunch the flow of blood. Then they bandaged his left shoulder, right arm, lower back and right thigh.

Outside the police station an elderly man asked the gunmen to stop shooting. In respect they did so. He thanked them. He told them: “I am going to go inside, so do not shoot.” He passed through the doorway, where Keys’ rifle covered his steps.

Aboard the Chinook, they dipped to avoid an RPG. Van den Berg aligned the helicopter to make a pass and their appearance sparked mayhem on the ground. Men climbed frantically onto the rooftops to shoot at them. “It’s Mogadishu down there”; “Look at them having a good hose”; “Fuck’s sake, it’s like Black Hawk Down.” One of them saw a plume of black smoke which might have been one of the RMP Land Rovers. But they only knew about the para multiples anyway.

The men of Two Zero Alpha and Two Zero Bravo could hear the Chinook. It was a problem for multiple Bravo because Gaz One told them that they needed to identify their position.

Van den Berg began to set the Chinook down. Iraqis on the ground opened fire before they had to turn their backs on the blast from the twin turbine-driven rotors. They hit the Chinook with their first bursts. Sergeant Rogers thought it was a Negligent Discharge and got to his feet in fury. Then he was hit in the thigh. A second, heavier, burst of firing shredded the Chinook’s armourless skin. They all hit the deck. Van den Berg pulled the Chinook hard right to avoid another RPG round, then climbed away. He rejected Rogers’ request that he land the uninjured to assist Two Zero Alpha and Two Zero Bravo because the Chinook had taken too much fire and might be unable to lift off. After it landed, they found that it had one hundred bullet holes.

On the ground the men of Two Zero Bravo heard the sound of the Chinook flying away. They had used their mini-flares to tell the Chinook where they were. By doing so, they had given away their position to the Iraqis, who were looking for them. “Enemy closing to the rear, Sergeant.” “Get on that back door.” A para rushed forward to see Iraqis climbing over a crumbling wall: “Enemy front.” They hit their assailants with head and body shots. As one assailant was thwarted, another took his place.

In the police station the elderly man saw the body of Si Miller and presumed he was dead. Corporal Russ Aston had also been hit by a long-range shot. The elderly man was trying to act as a mediator but the ringleaders outside told him he had to leave because they wanted to kill the soldiers inside. He protested that the men in the police station had not caused the trouble. They threatened to kill him as well if he did not leave.

Ops had to tell Robertson that the ARF had been “badly shot up with heavy casualties. The pilot aborted and is heading back.” The QRF could be another twenty minutes. “We’re running out of time here . . . what else can I say?”

Hundreds of locals had joined the crowd outside Two Zero Bravo’s house. Their chants were reverberating. Robertson asked Joseph, the interpreter, what the crowd were singing. Joseph listened and told him: “Mr Robbo, they are singing that they want to chop your testicles off.”

Steve Oellerman, one of the “heavy call signs” (hardened paratroopers), pointed out two Iraqis whom they recognized from the FAWJ militia. Robertson hoped that they might be taking the paras’ side. The two Iraqis approached, waving a piece of white cloth.

Robertson gestured for them to approach but told his men to keep their sights on them. They came closer. Robertson must have felt relief until they raised their weapons. Robertson fired, knocking one of them down; the other fled.

Aboard the Chinook, the floor of the cargo hold had become a field surgery. Both the walls and floor were spattered with blood. One of the medical team, Gavin Macullum, had been hit. A round had gone clean through his right calf. At first he ignored his wound and began treating the more seriously injured. After a while his calf became numb.

There were so many wounded that the medics just treated those nearest to them; exposing wounded areas, compressing bullet entry areas and getting drips up.

At the hospital in Majar al-Kabir, medical staff were counting the Iraqi casualties. Some blamed the British for causing the fighting by shooting their friends without warning. One of them told Dr Firas Fasal: “There are British soldiers at the police station as well.” Dr Fasal decided not to go there immediately but called for an ambulance from Amarah to help evacuate casualties.

At the police station, the ringleaders were repeating their threats to kill the elderly man unless he left.

In the ops room, they had requested US air support but they were told that no Cobra helicopter gun ships were close enough to provide support. They were trying to do all they could to prevent the battle group from sustaining what would be its first casualties in Op Telic. They warned their nearest field hospital to expect casualties.

About 1135, the pilot of Gaz One could see Two Zero Bravo engaged around the house where it had sheltered. He could also see Two Zero Alpha engaged north of the police station. He did not notice the riot outside the police station.

Robertson decided that it was time to escape from the house. He told Dolman that they would try to find cover in some dead ground so that Dolman’s section could also get away. They knew that: “We can’t put down much suppressive fire. Every round’s got to find a target.”

It was a classic example of “fire and manoeuvre”: one soldier fired while the other made ground. The Iraqi interpreter, Joseph, showed impressive coolness under fire. He was a veteran of the Iran–Iraq war.

The Iraqi gunfire came suddenly but its aim was erratic. They took casualties from the paras’ covering fire but they kept pouring in the rounds. Robertson’s section dived into an irrigation ditch full of polluted water. They pressed themselves against one of the banks of the ditch. As they did so, their radios got wet and cut out.

At 1138, Major Kemp and Company Sergeant Major Grant Naylor had got far enough to set up an Incident Command Post (ICP). Colour Sergeant Luke’s MSG was driving into Majar al-Kabir. At the same moment as they spotted paras from Two Zero Alpha they came into contact. They identified the source of the AK fire: a concrete building 50 metres back from the main street.

Colour Sergeant Luke summoned his vehicle commanders. He told them that they would approach from some waste ground. The lead “wagon” destroyed the building with its .50 cal. The vehicle commander told his gunner to cease fire then ordered him to “locate and engage targets on the left flank”. Other .50 cal gunners engaged targets until they spotted what they thought were “C Company call signs . . . in those ditches. Eleven o’clock.” Dolman’s section caught up with Robertson and his men. More Iraqis blocked their path. Their boots were muddy, but the paras’ reactions were still faster than those of the Iraqi gunmen in front of them. Most of them were down to half a mag and they had left their bayonets behind.

There was so much noise from the sound of the Scimitar armoured vehicles of the Household Cavalry Regiment (HCR), the WMIKs of the MSG, Iraqi Dushka, RPGs and AK-47s, Robertson’s men could barely hear his orders. The Iraqis were using megaphones to exhort their men to fight.

Back at the ops room, Tootall was told that the ARF had landed safely back at the HLS and that some “fast air”, two F-15s, were approaching. He asked if they could get comms with a Forward Air Controller (FAC). Eventually, he contacted Gaz One to ask him if he could act as FAC. Gaz One had to tell him that he was unable to guide the F-15’s munitions onto targets because he was not FAC trained.

Without an FAC, the F15s were restricted to some low passes and firing “chaff”. They did not deter the Iraqis but it cheered up the QRF. The Iraqis were being driven back except in front of Two Zero Alpha and Two Zero Bravo. Both platoon multiples were still in contact.

8 Platoon’s 2IC asked the HCR Scimitars to advance down the high street. The vehicle commanders ignored his request because they regarded the threat from RPGs as too great. At 1140 they moved up to positions within firing distance of Two Zero Alpha and Two Zero Bravo. Robertson watched the strikes of the HCR’s weapons, fearful of a “blue on blue”. They had fought off the Iraqis for so long it would be sickening to take casualties from “friendly fire” at this stage.

At the police station, the delay brought about by the elderly Iraqi was coming to an end.

Back at the HLS, the RAF ground crew were examining the bullet holes in the damaged Chinook. They identified the larger holes made by rounds from a Dushka as well as holes made by rounds fired from AK-47s. One round had missed the gearbox by three inches. If it had struck the gearbox, the helicopter would have crashed. The ground crew pitied the next people to fly in it.

They lifted the most seriously wounded man from the ARF, Private Damien Mason. An AK round had taken out a piece from his skull. Three men carried his stretcher while three medical staff held the drips and monitoring equipment which was keeping him alive. Once they had stabilized him they would have to fly him to Basra in the shot up Chinook. Sergeant Rogers went, too, as the round that had hit him in the thigh had missed his femoral artery by millimetres.

Robertson was unsure that the QRF had any idea of Two Zero Bravo’s position, but he knew that they only had enough ammunition to give them one more fighting withdrawal. The next “bound” would have to take them to safety. He scribbled the details of his position for the HCR and handed it to Private Freddy Ellis. “Drop your webbing and run across there,” he told Ellis.

At 1145 Private Ellis set off: “Run, mate, run.” He zigzagged across the featureless ground, while the men of Two Zero Bravo sniped any exposed Iraqi heads they could see. Ellis made it to the row of British armoured vehicles.

Dr Fasal began to walk from the hospital to the police station.

The details Ellis gave to the HCR enabled them to engage the Iraqis without hitting the men of Two Zero Bravo, who were finally able to withdraw through Two Zero Alpha’s position. The HCR laid down covering fire as Two Zero Bravo finally reached safety.

Dr Fasal’s visit to the police station did not take long. He drove an ambulance towards the British vehicles at the northern end of Majar al-Kabir. The British vehicles had formed a Fire Support Base (FSB). The locals were still making suicidal charges towards it.

The crew of one of the WMIKs of the MSG spotted an Iraqi pedalling a bicycle towards them with an RPG balanced on his shoulder. The Iraqi called to some children to run with him. The WMIK crew were dismayed by the situation but they did not allow the threat to the FSB to get any further.

Major Kemp reported to Tootall that Two Zero Bravo were all accounted for. Tootall asked about Two Zero Alpha and was told that they were with the QRF. Everyone was relieved except for WO Marley, the RMP representative. By then Marley’s CO, Lieutenant Phillips, was with the QRF.

At 1200 Major Kemp informed Tootall that Dr Fasal had told him there were four British hostages at the police station. Major Kemp asked Dr Fasal to facilitate their release. He agreed and left for the police station.

At 1230, Dr Fasal returned. He told Major Kemp he had seen three dead British soldiers at the police station. The numbers did not make sense immediately. WO Marley requested a TACSAT message be sent to Al Uzayr for Sergeant Hamilton-Jewell to radio in on his arrival. Gaz One was replaced over Majar al-Kabir by Gaz Two.

Meanwhile W/O Marley was still trying to find out if any one had had contact with his missing section. Finally Tootall asked Kemp: “Can you confirm at the police station? We are missing six RMPs here, repeat six RMPs.” Kemp acknowledged the request and told Tootall that there was “still a very heavy contact in progress here though.”

When Kemp next spoke to Tootall he had to tell him, “There are six dead at the police station.” Dr Fasal would collect the bodies and Lieutenant Phillips would have to identify his men. When they heard about the six dead RMPs, the men of Two Zero Alpha were stunned. They had been no more than 100 metres from the police station: “We were just there, on that fucking crossroads.” They wanted to go back in. This time it was the British who wanted blood.

By 1250 Bravo and Alpha were reunited in the vicinity of the ICP. Dr Fasal brought the bodies of Sergeant Hamilton-Jewell, Corporal Long and Corporal Aston to the ICP, where they saw that the RMPs had thirty or more wounds to their heads and bodies. Dr Fasal returned with the bodies of Corporal Miller, Lance Corporal Hyde and Lance Corporal Keys. At least one of them had been shot near his sexual organs. Others had been hit with rifle butts and stamped on. The bodies were transferred to British ambulances.

At 1308 Lieutenant Colonel Beckett arrived and was briefed by Major Kemp. By 1340 all Coalition Forces had been accounted for. Lieutenant Colonel Beckett ordered all personnel to withdraw.

Up to one hundred people had died at Majar al-kabir, six of them British.

The British Special Investigations Branch (SIB) investigated what had happened. There were two other investigations: 1 PARA conducted their own and a report was prepared for Permanent Joint Headquarters (PJHQ).

They interviewed numerous witnesses, and Iraqi accounts of what happened to the RMPs vary. Salah Mohammed al-Wahele said:

I was among the crowd (at the police station). I heard the shots and I wanted to see what was happening. I saw people who had guns and were firing on the British. There were more than four hundred there.

Sheikh Kadhum al-Fraijy:

Shots were fired. The military police came out from the police station. One of their bullets came out accidentally. One person was killed and the family of this person heard about it. They went to the police station to avenge the killing of their brother. The RMP did fire at the police station.

Their interpreter said that after the RMP had “taken their light weapons to defend themselves” there was “continuous shooting”. He added: “The shots became nearer in single and consecutively.”

Salah Mohammed al-Wahele added: “The soldiers fired shots and the people fired back. Then they attacked the building.”

After he had called the police in Qalat Salih to warn them about the “grave situation and the big mob”, the interpreter said that “the British advised me not to worry about them but to take care of myself and get in a safer place.”

Abbas Baiphy was one of the last Iraqi policemen to leave the RMPs. He said: “We knew that we would be killed too because the people thought that we were collaborators. But they refused to come with us.”

Salam Mohammed, a police trainee, said: “I am so ashamed we left them. They told us to save ourselves though they refused to run away. There was no way they could escape.”

The militia leader Zubaida claimed that he had tried to negotiate a peaceful settlement but that the RMPs had refused to hand over their weapons. Salam Mohammed added: “They were murdered in cold blood. The British were shot in the head several times. The executioners were standing right in front of them.”

Dr Fasal said of Hamilton-Jewell:

He was standing in the doorway and it looked like he was trying to protect the others. I was just doing my job. I was trying to bring peace. Often I think if I had got to them sooner, I might have brought life.

Ali al-Ateya, who worked at the hospital, said:

I didn’t think they would be killed. When I returned with my doctor friends, I saw the bodies in the room. The men were dressed in their desert uniforms except helmets – those had been removed and were strewn around the floor. One of the bodies was upright against a wall, others were lying about the floor in different positions. Each one had been shot in the head more than once. The blood was still warm and wet, as though the killings had only just happened.

Lieutenant Colonel Beckett continued with his “softly, softly” approach. Senior officers from 1 Para met with the council of local elders and there was a leaflet drop. The leaflet stated:

We will not punish anyone since this would be the method of Saddam Hussein. We will return to set up good relations with you because our concern is to build up a peaceful Iraq. Do not let rumours ruin our good relations.

While there was no British presence in the town, the police station was burnt to the ground.

The Board of Inquiry into the incident commended Lieutenant Colonel Beckett for withdrawing after the bodies had been recovered by the Iraqi doctor. The decision had made him extremely unpopular with his men.


WHATEVER HAPPENED TO BRAVO TWO ZERO? (1991)

On 22 January 1991, five days into the ground phase of the first Gulf War, a Special Forces patrol was inserted deep behind Iraqi lines. In the desert of Northern Iraq, a team of eight men from Twenty-Second Regiment Special Air Service (22 SAS) was sent to help find Scud missiles which were threatening the Coalition.

The mission was compromised on its second day. It was unable to contact its base of operations or use its emergency beacons. Three of the team died, four were captured and one escaped to the Iraqi–Syrian border.

It became famous because of books written by two of the team. One was written by the patrol leader. He used the pen name “Andy McNab”. This is not his real name. The other was written by the escapee who wrote as “Chris Ryan”. This is not his real name either. Their books became best sellers and have been the subject of television dramatizations.

The team was McNab, the patrol leader, Vince Phillips, Ryan, Bob Consiglio, Mal, Dinger, “Legs” Lane and Michael “Kiwi” Coburn. Vince Phillips was the second in command.

After McNab and Ryan’s accounts were published, all members of United Kingdom Special Forces had to sign a confidentiality agreement. Michael “Kiwi” Coburn later wrote his own account of what happened. In McNab’s account he was referred to as “Mark”. According to Coburn, they were dropped in the wrong place by the Royal Air Force and their senior officers refused to allow a rescue mission.

In McNab and Ryan’s accounts, the second in command of the patrol was blamed for compromising the patrol and was accused of being negative and indecisive. He was also held responsible for failing to pass on a message. This may have been the cause of the patrol splitting up. The second in command, Vince Phillips, was one of those who died.

Coburn wanted to investigate what really happened to Bravo Two Zero and to Vince Phillips. Phillips was the most experienced soldier of them all. He had served in the Parachute Regiment and the Royal Marine Commandos for eleven years before his nine years with the Special Air Service. He was, in fact, senior to McNab. He was not in command of the patrol because he was from A squadron and this was a B squadron operation.

In December 2000 Coburn won a court case against United Kingdom Special Forces for the right to publish his account. In court both Coburn and another member of the team, Mal (called “Stan” in McNab’s account), stated that both Ryan and McNab had distorted the facts. In the same court case, the Commanding Officer (CO) of 22 SAS condemned McNab’s book as “untruthful” and described Ryan’s “selling out” of Phillips as “disgusting”. Coburn’s lawyer, Grant Illingworth, said that the “truth has been obscured and distorted”.

Michael Asher is a former paratrooper and member of 23 SAS. (23 SAS is the territorial, part time, regiment of UK Special Forces.) In 2001 Asher visited Iraq himself
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