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1

The Cornfield



Kenny usually knew when something was up. Now he recognised the unmistakable countdown to combat. The young soldier turned to his colleagues trudging behind him and noticed their tense bodies, faces creased with fear.

For half an hour they had shuffled in single file along the trail from the district’s military headquarters at Sangin towards Waterloo, an isolated patrol base a kilometre away on the town’s outskirts. The mission was straightforward enough: reach Waterloo, exchange intelligence with the Afghan troops stationed there and get back in one piece. They had set out in high spirits as they picked their way through Sangin’s southern suburbs. They smiled at the children playing with dented cooking pots in the dust, nodded at the parents eyeing them anxiously as they marched past. Kenny, as always, grinned back. The features of the twenty-year-old private had somehow withstood the parched heat and choking dust to retain a flawless, almost pre-pubescent complexion. Just five foot seven, Kenny looked benign, a peaceful emissary wrapped in a warrior’s uniform.

As the men of 1 Platoon A Company trooped onwards the land began to empty. By the time they reached Tank Graveyard, the overgrown clearing holding the corroded corpses of Soviet T-55 tanks, the surrounding streets were deserted. Now there were no dogs rooting in the heaps of litter. The squawking roosters and black-faced sheep padding the nearby fields had vanished. Even the rats had gone.

Kenny led the young men forward, scanning the terrain. It was just after 11 a.m. and Tank Graveyard was cleared for a shootout. He could tell from the silence. ‘It was like those old Westerns, the bit before the bad hats ride in and everyone in the town scarpers before the gunfight.’ They moved on, Kenny wincing at the crunch of his combat boots on the rocky ground. He paused; the silence absolute, save for the warble of a dove from the treeline to the right. In the still moments before battle he struggled to breathe properly. His heart would beat hysterically. He would grip his SA80 assault rifle to stop it slithering from his grip. Kenny sucked greedily from the tube leading to his Camelbak pouch, three litres of water strapped to his sodden back. It was a futile exercise. In the build-up to battle, Kenny had learned, all moisture leaves the mouth and swallowing becomes almost impossible.

They were being watched, he had figured that much. Five minutes earlier he had seen a ‘dicker’, a spotter monitoring the thin column of invaders. The dicker had appeared to whisper urgently into a mobile phone. There was no doubt in Kenny’s mind that they would be attacked; it was a simple question of when. He squinted in the glare of the high sun, eyelashes heavy with dust, and studied the way ahead for traces of the enemy.

Private Kenny Meighan was the eyes and ears of the platoon. He was young but he was learning fast about death. One friend had already died and more were sure to follow. But Kenny had convinced himself he would survive. He hadn’t even fallen in love yet. Not properly anyway. He wouldn’t be allowed to die without having ever fallen in love. It would be too unfair.

He caught sight of a pile of rubbish teetering beside the trail: perfect cover for a booby trap. Beside the path he scrutinised the angular blocks of disturbed earth: loosened soil could betray a newly planted bomb. Further on there was a fresh deposit of human excrement – the crap of an enemy sniper? Close by, recent sandal prints led to a towering mud-baked compound. To his left, crumpled grass-blades suggested a newly laid trail – to a waiting assassin?

The enemy were close. Somewhere nearby, Taliban marksmen were keeping it tight, suppressing pre-ambush nerves as they willed the young foreigners into their sights. Kenny contemplated the silence, but his mind was jumbled. He later said that he recalled hearing his mother’s final warning and his father’s parting advice and then visualised the Taliban crouched behind the mud walls ahead, their beards fluttering in the draught that heralded the midday heat. He imagined the barrel of an AK-47 stalking him down the track.

The silence hung heavy. Below his Mark 6 combat helmet, Kenny’s forehead trickled with sweat. His hands had started to tremble with the certainty of what lay ahead. Kenny drew hard from the Camelbak and choked briefly on a dry cough. Another attack of the fear; these days, nothing new.

Then it began. A rocket-propelled grenade, its tail spewing scarlet like a firework, sailed overhead. Even before it had shattered above him, the air rippled with a sustained burst of AK-47 fire. There were ten Taliban, maybe more. Up high, to the right. Another rocket, then another. Three, four, five of them. Kenny scrambled for cover and fired back. The brittle rattle of British SA80 rifles and machine guns dominated the soundscape until there was an abrupt tense calm. To his left, movement. The Taliban, about thirty of them, platoon strength, running fast downhill towards a distant cornfield. Kenny bounded forward in pursuit. Witnesses often wondered how the men managed to move so freely with so much weight strapped to their bodies. Each British soldier carried at least forty kilos of equipment: eleven magazines of ammunition plus a bandolier, two high-explosive grenades, two smoke grenades and one red phosphorus flare, in addition to a personal radio and five litres of water. They also carried doses of morphine, hefty compress bandages and two tourniquets – they had learnt you could bleed to death inside three minutes. Each had the weight of a newborn calf on his back. Private Matt Slater carried a St Christopher for protection; Scott Hardy had his lucky West Ham pendant. Private Fabio ‘Olly’ Olivero brought a pocket Bible because his mother said Jesus would protect him from the jihadists. Kenny carried only his instincts. He was already overburdened with responsibility for the lives of the men who followed him.

Below, the enemy melted into the huge cornfield, the size of five football pitches, as if they had dived headfirst into the maize. The nine-foot plants bobbed in the hot breeze, taunting the British soldiers.

Kenny entered the cornfield first, the crops rustling as he tiptoed forward. Whoever owned the land had defied the prospect of a mediocre harvest; the planting was dense and jungle-like. He stumbled on, the green leaves slapping his face, obscuring his vision. Above, he noticed the cornstalks jerking manically with his every step. Stealth was impossible. The most-prized military stratagem – surprise – was lost. He may as well have strapped a Union Jack flag to his back. It was dark inside the cornfield. ‘The sunlight couldn’t get through the plants. I remember blinking over and over trying to get my eyes to adjust to the light, it was horrific.’ Several steps in and Kenny could barely see a metre ahead. Five metres in and it was almost black. Glancing down, he struggled to make out the shape of his boots. Kenny moved slowly, stopping every few moments to listen for the rustle of the undergrowth or the sound of the enemy’s breathing. In his mind, he was making as much din as a silverback stumbling through brushwood. Please Dad, he prayed, please don’t let them hear me. His headset crackled into life.

‘This is Two One Charlie, affirmative. Over,’ whispered Kenny, concentrating to keep his voice steady.

‘The Taliban have regrouped in the field. We intend to flush them out. Keep your wits, it’s going to get cheeky. Advance to engage. Over,’ instructed his platoon commander, Lieutenant Nick Denning.

What followed was an order to chill the veins of young soldiers trained in the techniques of hi-tech warfare, the art of killing from afar. None of them had signed up expecting to gore a human being to death. ‘Fix bayonets.’

Immersed in the suffocating jungle, the troops could literally stumble into the enemy. Kenny knelt down and unfastened his rifle sling, which would allow him to jab a twelve-inch blade into a man’s chest with his full body weight. The action would easily slice through a rib. The real problem could be the time it took to lever out a bayonet wedged in the mesh of a ribcage. Kenny had heard of men forced to stand upon a dead man’s chest as they extricated their blade from the carcass. The one positive aspect of their situation was that the enemy were petrified of the bayonet. You could pummel their positions with A-10 tank-buster planes, volley one missile after another into their bunkers and they would fire back all day, but approach with a sharpened rifle and the Taliban would run.

Kenny inched forward, groping in the gloom, spitting out the fronds that caught in his mouth. ‘I cannot see a shitting thing,’ he muttered and was seized by panic in his isolation. He span round, gasping with relief when he saw Slater behind him, blinking back through the twilight. They stared at each other, swamped in their corridor of corn. For a while they stood listening to the breeze in the leaves towering above their heads, wondering where the enemy lurked. Kenny listened for a clue to the Taliban’s presence. Left or right? In front or behind? In the still moments before a firefight, the body struggles to control the spurts of adrenalin, the nerves flooded with fear. The mind switches between thoughts of death and the life you might soon leave.

Kenny was plunged back into the cornfield by a sudden noise ahead. Something heavy was moving through the crops. Kenny licked his lips and stooped forward. For a minute he squinted at the curtain of green ahead, wondering what might possibly be out there. Then again: the noise. This time it was indisputable. Footsteps. A column of figures was moving through the corn. They were headed right for him. Judging by the sound, Kenny reckoned at least seven bodies were weaving closer and closer through the foliage. Their angle of advance provoked a momentary panic. Whoever was out there was hoping to outflank the isolated British platoon. Kenny lay flat in the darkened depths of the cornfield. Down here, where wind or light never reached, he could smell the dank soil. The dense, unmoving air was heavy. Kenny strained his neck to peer through the vegetation, half expecting to glimpse strangers’ legs shuffling towards him. Nothing. He checked his watch. Eleven thirty.

By now they were practically on top of him, no more than fifteen feet away through the dense jungle. He was convinced the Taliban could feel his pulse vibrating through the narrowing strip of ground that separated them. Maybe, Kenny remembers kidding himself, it was just some curious farmhands? Perhaps the mysterious figures were friends? But Kenny knew he was the furthest forward, out on a limb in a killing field.

Up to his right, there was a burst of commotion, as if the enemy were unable to repress their anticipation as the ambush reached its point of no return. Kenny held his breath and groped for the metal bauble that dangled off his webbing. Slowly he pulled the pin and lobbed it like a pebble in front of him. There was a loud hollow bang like the noise balloons make when they burst. The battle had begun. Instantly, the judder of gunfire erupted in front of him. A clump of corn heads burst above Kenny, showering him with fragments of shattered plant. Two metres to his right the corn was completely torn apart by gunfire, the tall stalks splintering. The bullets were close together. This was no random firing. Crucially, however, they told Kenny exactly where the unseen Taliban were gathered. He tracked their position along the axis of disintegrating greenery and took careful aim. He had to be spot on. The instant he returned fire the enemy would, in turn, know precisely where he lay. Within seconds it would be clear if Kenny had failed to subdue his target. He emptied the entire magazine – thirty rounds in four seconds – knowing that before he had finished shooting the enemy might be attacking his position. There was the briefest lull before bullets snapped back at him. Both sides were fighting blind, razing the corn with scattergun fire. Shrapnel sliced through the air, whipping the corn. Twigs and leaves rained down. Kenny recalled that at times he felt comforted by the thick blanket of maize that encased him. Some of his section told him later that they had kidded themselves it was a protective shroud which would save them from the lethal metal rounds.

So it went on. British soldiers shooting blindly through walls of green, thickets of corn exploding. The enemy seemed to be everywhere and nowhere. Taliban rockets whooshed through the green, scarlet tracers flashing past in the opposite direction. Large swathes of corn were burning, trapping them. Kenny was certain that he would die. Then, elation as his section pushed alongside him, a line of men all firing from their knees as another group pushed forward protected by their covering fire. It was a tried and tested manoeuvre known as the pepperpot. The men advanced steadily, moving with programmed discipline. In response, the Taliban intensified their onslaught of rocket-propelled grenades. The jungle of corn collapsed around them. A lone Taliban fighter loomed in the twilight. Private Slater clocked him first, but was too close to lie down and line up his machine gun. Slater was one of the coolest cats in the unit and even now, when his nerves might have betrayed him, the twenty-year-old from east London managed to balance his 12.5 kg weapon on his shoulder and take aim. A burning splinter of metal travelling at nine hundred metres a second struck the man between the eyes, slicing his forehead clean off and into the bushes beyond. Kenny’s headset fizzed with urgent instructions.

‘Two One Charlie come in. Watch your arc of fire on either side. Covering sections are on both flanks. Over.’ In the chaos of the flaming cornfield it would be easy to lose your bearings and shoot your friends.

A deadly game began. The men from eastern England advanced and the enemy sank further into the gloom, lost in the maize. As they were pulled deeper into the corn, the soldiers’ greatest fear was realised. In the maelstrom of battle, Denning radioed the news. They were alone. Submerged in the corn, his section had become separated from the rest of the company. Kenny and just seven others were cut off. Even before the latest update, Kenny had known he was totally isolated. Summoning attack helicopters or F15 jets was out of the question. From above, the fighters would resemble termites upon a smouldering patch of earth. Buried in the dim corn-walled battlefield, the superior weapons of A Company counted for nothing. Time stood still. It could have been 1880, a bunch of British regulars chasing turbaned Afghans across a southern province. And just like their ancestors, Kenny and his boys risked getting routed in the moments ahead. Just after 12.30 p.m. the Taliban made their last stand: a ferocious weight of fire forcing Kenny to slide for cover into one of the irrigation ditches that dissected the cornfield. For a couple of minutes – it seemed much longer – he crouched in the putrid brown water, sufficient time for invisible bugs to fasten themselves upon his body, time to aim at shapes among the leaves, not knowing whether they were real or imagined.

Out of the water, he almost stumbled over the body. It lay twisted in the twilight. Around it, the stalks were crooked and flattened; Kenny deduced the man’s legs had flailed in agony against the corn. A faint gurgling came from his throat as though the man was issuing a curse. But it was his attire that caught Kenny’s attention. He turned and nudged Denning. ‘Sir, have a look at this. Look at the bloody kit, that explains a lot. He’s no muppet.’

The dead man was clad head to foot in black like a ninja and wore full webbing complete with a chest rig laden with grenades and advanced radio equipment. His AK-47 was in good nick, unlike most of the enemy’s weapons. This was no two-bit farmer paid ten dollars a day to take potshots at the infidel. Whoever had sent him had access to decent military hardware and no little cash. Kenny rifled through his pockets, taking a mobile phone and radio that might prove valuable for intercepting Taliban messages. There was little else of interest and nothing personal: no lucky charms, no football badge, no medallions of sentimental value and definitely no pocket Bible. No photographs of the family that would soon mourn him. Later, intelligence would confirm the man had travelled from Pakistan, one of the highly trained jihadi foot soldiers streaming into Helmand in ever greater numbers.

The British soldiers went on, creeping through the corn until they came to a small clearing hemmed in by a baked mud wall. An anxious scuffle of boots like the sound of a stiff brush on stone came from the other side. Kenny raised his hand and the section went down on one knee behind him, frozen. For a while they listened. They heard the familiar sharp click of a rifle’s safety catch. Then a sound like the rasping wheeze of the dying Taliban fighter minutes earlier. Kenny listened to the shallow gasps of the enemy, reassured they too found fighting knackering. Again he reached down for a grenade. There was a muffled crump, startled screams and then, away from the wall, the scamper of boots. The chase had resumed. Orders came through to fight on the ‘front foot’, to track the Taliban once more through the twilit tunnels of foliage.

It became a lethal version of catch-me-if-you-can. Kenny ran, weaving through the brush, avoiding the patches where sunlight streamed through gaps in the canopy, a spotlight for snipers. They came to another mud wall, this time a ten-foot rampart housing one of the many citadels that doubled as a defensible home to the people of Helmand. The Taliban had slipped inside. They would be lying in wait, their weapons pointed towards the large wooden door, the only apparent entrance. It was Kenny’s job to enter first. He had been here before, countless times, and instinctively rehearsed the risks. He knew that if you survived the freeze-frame of the first second or two of entry, you’d probably make it. This was the worst part, wondering what waited on the other side, the traps that had been set: the killers he might never see. But Kenny had learnt to dull the thought process. Too many ifs and buts and the body would fail to respond. Nerves would tighten and eventually, fatally, decisions would not reach the limbs.

Quickly an explosive was fastened to the door. The men retreated, curled into themselves and then – boom! – Kenny was off, rushing through the cloud of sulphur and wooden splinters as the door was torn from its hinges. He ran into the compound, rifle dug into his shoulder, finger on the trigger. Across the courtyard, barely discernible through the billowing debris, a shape scurried into the rooms at the rear of the complex. Kenny went forward, his breathing fast and shallow, his mouth dry, chest tight in his armour. He entered the murk, momentarily blinded as his eyes adjusted from the afternoon glare outside. From the corner of his gaze, he caught a figure disappearing through a doorway at the back. It was a ruse, surely? As if following bait pulled on a string, he was being lured into the enemy’s bottleneck.

Voices. Definitely voices. From an adjoining chamber, he heard anguished muttering. Orders came over the radio for Kenny to hurl a grenade inside and move on. But something did not feel right to the young infantryman. To this day Kenny cannot explain what came over him, why he never pulled the pin. ‘I had this feeling, a sixth sense, telling me to hang back,’ he said. Rifle cocked, instead he slipped inside.

The room was dark and crammed with junk. Nothing stirred. Kenny heard voices again, this time a soft, mournful whimper. In the corner, obscured in the shadows, loomed the distinctive shape of a human head. The person appeared to be in terrific pain, as if they had crawled there to die.

The figure rocked gently backwards and forwards. It was holding something tight, a bundle wrapped in its arms. A suicide vest? A trap – but in the dark Kenny couldn’t be sure and he had promised his dad he would never take aim at an unarmed man. As he advanced, gun raised, his heart leapt. It was a young woman. She sat cross-legged, mumbling in Pashto. In her grip two infants, each no more than four, clung to her chest. She gawped at Kenny, eyes pleading with the intruder in her bedroom. She was shaking, the infants trembling in her terrified embrace. For a moment they stared, entranced, at each other. Kenny tried to turn but he was held by her gaze. She wasn’t hysterical like he would have expected. It was almost as if she was used to it – like she’d seen a lot worse than a man with a gun in her house. Then she pointed to the back of the room, where there was rubble and a hole in the wall through which the enemy must have escaped. At that point the room shook with an explosion.

On his knees Kenny scrambled through the mousehole at the back of the compound and into the lush cover of the corn. The section followed. It was pepperpot time again and so the fight raged on, the English occasionally stumbling on bodies in black outfits speckled with broken and powdered corn. At one point the men ran straight past the hiding Taliban, only realising what they’d done when the bullets began chasing Hardy, who was caught wide-eyed guarding the section’s rear.

They fought on, buoyed by a tense conversation overheard by an Afghan interpreter on the enemy’s communication system. A Taliban commander was barking orders to a comrade who, his voice faltering, said he had tried to stand and fight, but that it was futile. ‘They are coming at me like rabid dogs. They keep coming.’

And then, after two hours of fighting, the end came. Soaked in sweat and twitchy with fatigue, they stopped shooting. The enemy was either dead or had fled. As the Englishmen surfaced from the cornfield and realised they had travelled only three hundred metres during the battle, a headcount confirmed the impossible. The entire platoon was alive. Shrapnel had scored the wrist of one teenager, making it look like he had tried to take his own life out there in the corn. Another limped gingerly where a ricochet had slapped the flesh above his knee. Nothing major, no need for a medevac, just the usual scrapes and bruises.

Everybody in the platoon was alive. That was all that mattered. After three months in Helmand, the truest measure of achievement was the number of men who could walk back to base. Euphoria washed through their bodies at the realisation that this outing had not been the patrol when their luck ran dry. Olly patted his biblical protector, Hardy slapped Kenny on the back and exhaled deeply. As the moisture returned to their throats, the men began to joke. As usual, everybody giggled a touch too hard, determined to conceal their terror out there in the corn. When they laughed, at times like these, it was easy to believe they were only nineteen or twenty years old. They were boys, smiling easily. But occasionally Kenny said he would catch his friends gazing at the mountains across the valley, burdened by the lethal consequences of the war.

He began to cry. The tears came easily, Kenny said later. ‘I couldn’t stop myself. Sometimes you can get really weepy after a firefight. It can happen days, sometimes weeks later, out of the blue. It’s why a lot of the lads volunteer for guard duty afterwards, to be on their own, grab a Condor moment so they can pull themselves together.’ He guessed it was the shock, the sudden subsidence of the noise and fear, the surprise of surviving. Normally the aftermath of a firefight manifested itself physically in bouts of nausea. Once the adrenalin abated, a wrenching urge to vomit overcame many. Kenny frequently threw up in the wake of battle. That afternoon as they left the cornfield no one mentioned Kenny’s tears. Everyone understood.

They trooped warily to Waterloo, Kenny obsessing about the terrain. To his left a stream trickled through the fields. Wild flowers shimmered in the grass. He recalls a pulse of wonder at the unbroken blue sky and the sun-dappled trees, but the sensation faded as quickly as it arrived. This was no place to admire the view. Life on the verge of death required mental discipline; the mind could rarely deviate from what was essential for the platoon’s survival. The one constant was that tomorrow, perhaps the day after, Kenny’s fighting instincts would be tested again.

No public record exists of that day in the cornfield. Mention is made of it in a few paragraphs in the intelligence archives of the Royal Anglian Regiment 1st Battalion battle group’s account of their time in Helmand. It warrants only a handful of statistics: 1 Platoon A Company experienced a ‘contact’ in a cornfield six hundred metres south of Sangin’s district compound during which Kenny threw five grenades and fired more than ninety rounds, and a dozen or so Taliban were confirmed dead. But such figures meant nothing in the context of the wider war. It was just a patrol like countless others, erased from popular knowledge because no British soldier died.

As they marched further from the cornfield, Kenny tried hard to think of home – his Essex local, his young half-brothers, Andrew and Alexander, the family’s Jack Russell, Rosie – but the images were vague. All he registered was the quiet returning to the land and the crumple of his desert boots on the gravel.

For now, this was his world. Only the present mattered. But Afghanistan was changing him. He no longer felt young. He was twenty years old and his dreams, his hopes, his fears, were being contorted by war. Kenny would never be the same after Afghanistan. Deep inside the maize fields that line the Helmand River, he was learning what man is capable of and that nothing stays the same.

Soon his world would change in ways he could never have imagined. Soon, that day in the corn would seem as unreal as home.









2

A Messy Tour



It was dusk and shadows were spilling across the courtyard of the British forward operating base in Sangin when I first met Kenny. He shuffled over meekly, olive eyes blinking in the fading light. He looked like a child soldier, yet his stories were those of an old warhorse. At first Kenny was reticent but gradually he warmed up, speaking matter-of-factly about the time he should have been a goner.

‘I was pinned down on the domed roof of a compound getting smashed by the enemy. They had a bead on us, I couldn’t move a muscle. I was trapped there for ages just waiting to be hit, RPGs, small-arms fire coming right up at me.’ He made an exploding noise with the back of his throat and gestured with his hands to replicate rubble tumbling upon his body.

His twenty-first birthday was in nineteen days’ time and Kenny wondered whether he would make it. ‘It seems a long way off out here,’ he mused before remembering it was poor form to be fatalistic. ‘But I’ll get there, don’t you worry,’ he said, raising his eyebrows. Only later did it become obvious that he was seeking reassurance.

Rivulets of grime streaked his face and his blond hair, clotted with dust, stood on end hedgehog-style. Kenny calculated that he had been shot at sixteen times since arriving in Afghanistan three months earlier. Rockets, mortars, Pakistani AK-47s, Russian PK machine guns, Chinese Dushka howitzers, Iranian explosives; you name it, he’d dodged it. Like his friends, Kenny was well versed in the idiosyncrasies of the weapons deployed against him.

He described the high-pitched whistle that bullets make as they fizz past your face. The pop of Kalashnikovs, the peculiar hiss of rocket-propelled grenades, the crack of a sniper round as it zips by your head. He could tell the distance of the shooter by whether he heard the bullet only after it had whooshed past. If the steel-jacketed slug was whistling above the speed of sound, the enemy was close. Further away and you could sometimes hear the 7.62 mm projectile spinning in the air as it lost velocity. Kenny whistled and ran his index finger past his left ear. Like all the soldiers in Sangin that summer, he had developed a grudging admiration for the enemy. The courage of the Taliban was acknowledged along with their discipline in battle. There was a trace of envy. Not because they had better equipment or were tactically superior, but because they fought for ideals they fully understood. ‘In many ways they believe in their cause more than we do and that must help,’ he said. ‘The only thing that really lets them down is their shooting. I should have been waxed a couple of times, completely,’ he grinned.

Even among the young soldiers, there was something particularly boyish about Kenny. Open-faced and glossy-eyed with a button nose, at times he had the look of a choirboy. Other things set him apart. He had the widest smile of all the troops. And he talked the quickest. Conversations would start and pick up in excitement until thoughts toppled out while his tongue tried to keep up. He smoked to slow down. After a drag his articulation became precise and considered, accelerating steeply until the next puff. He laughed at most things, his shoulders shuddering. And his size marked him out. He was a small, almost fragile figure compared to some of the other soldiers. It was hard to believe the weight he could carry unless you saw it for yourself. He whistled while he walked sometimes, giving the impression of nonchalance. But Kenny cared a lot.

‘You love your men of course, but there is a wider responsibility to your country, the people at home, everyone who cares really,’ he said, stamping out a Lambert & Butler and hurriedly lighting another. Practically his entire platoon smoked – not to do so was considered unlucky. Those who desisted because it might knock fifteen years off their life were asking to be killed in the months ahead. Even in the brigade headquarters fifty miles south in the town of Lashkar Gah, the urbane commander of the British forces, Brigadier John Lorimer, would chainsmoke Dunhills in the tented enclosure outside his office.

The base at Sangin straddled the constantly shifting front line and lay on the edge of a market town of fourteen thousand people that had been recaptured by British forces weeks earlier. Kenny had arrived, like all those that reached this, the deadliest outpost for UK troops in the war, wondering if he would survive.

Back then, when the war was young, Whitehall briefings in London indicated that progress in Helmand was tangible and growing. Those present heard lofty talk of civic rebuilding and empowerment. Reconstruction was the buzzword. But in Helmand province the reality was different. Visitors didn’t have to do much digging to learn the disconnection between what Whitehall was spinning back home and events on the ground. Hollow-eyed teenagers described a frenzied, unrelenting battlefield. Entire districts would be cleared, only for the enemy to creep back in a few days or weeks. Talk of progress belonged to another world. Back there, newsdesks in London were grappling with an outbreak of avian flu at a Bernard Matthews turkey farm in Suffolk and new research indicating that long-term military deployments induced post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).

Here in Sangin, on 3 August 2007, no one dared think beyond the next patrol. Out of sight and largely forgotten, the nation’s soldiers were sliding into the quagmire of a misunderstood, unrelenting war. Young men returned from manoeuvres and described lying face down in the shallow furrows of a poppy field as soil spurted beside them from enemy bullets. Others told how one hot morning they stuffed the guts of an Afghan soldier back into his belly, his hot innards spilling over their hands as they waited in enemy territory for a helicopter.

One night a sergeant played me some recent footage from his helmet-mounted camera. I had arrived in Sangin hours earlier to interview troops for a newspaper article and as darkness fell found myself among a group huddled around a small screen. The opening scenes are calm, almost idyllic. British soldiers can be seen trudging through a landscape like that of Provence. There is a sudden roar and the images start to jerk. Trees begin shaking and shedding leaves. Tiny figures appear – more British soldiers – screaming blindly among dense undergrowth. The sergeant gasps. ‘Fuck. Fuck, fuck.’ The picture wobbles, darting left, then right, spinning 360 degrees. By now the trees and bushes are vibrating madly, the trees look like they are shooting back. The roar is louder now. Off-camera, there is a dreadful scream. ‘Man down, man down, get me a fucking stretcher.’

‘Fucking hell,’ the sergeant gulps and he tries to say something else but his voice chokes with panic. He moves through the foliage gasping. The camera is suddenly staring at ground rippling with the mushroom puffs of bullets. Ahead is a body on its back, twitching in the dust. Figures crouch over him. One is pressing the man’s chest. Blood is leaking from his side and the viewer realises that his helper is pressing down to keep the organs from sliding out. ‘It’s all right mate, stay calm, just hold on in there.’ A tattooed forearm lunges across the foreground and shoves more bandages to restrain escaping tissue. The sergeant is breathing heavily. His camera pans away, the bushes are shaking faster now. British soldiers are firing madly at trees but there is no one there. ‘Who’s down?’ A name is uttered. ‘No! No! Please. Fuck. No!’ Above the cacophony, a man wails as if he has lost a child. You can feel the tears in his voice. The images stop.

Each evening, senior officers in Sangin’s operations room studied satellite images of Helmand. Scarlet blobs denoted the latest skirmishes, spattered like a bloody trail along the length of the valley. There were a lot of blobs on the night I met Kenny. After a supper of boil-in-the-bag beans I had wandered around the base asking guys who they thought had a few stories to tell. A few names were touted, but one in particular kept cropping up. ‘Kenny,’ they said. ‘Talk to young Kenny.’ Kenny was point man, they said.

He was standing in the courtyard beside a cross made from used .50 calibre machine-gun cartridges welded together, a memorial to the fallen. Several names were etched into its wooden plinth, those of British troops killed defending the base the previous summer when relentless enemy attacks threatened to overrun it. ‘They’ve tried it a few times since we’ve been here. They’re never far away, you can see them watching us every time we step outside.’ He dragged hard on his cigarette and gazed across the base. To the left lay the helipad where the Chinooks swept low across the Helmand River dodging the occasional enemy rockets. Beyond was the pomegranate orchard where, the summer before, the Taliban had breached the site’s perimeter and a young soldier died among the fruit trees. Directly ahead, past the operations room, lay the wadi on whose banks Taliban snipers sometimes crouched and, behind, the treeline of Wombat Wood. Further along the dried riverbed, the remains of Sangin itself. The nearest buildings had been wrecked and were deserted. Against the sunset the silhouettes of watchtowers loomed; sentries stared into the shadows for enemy marksmen.

It was typical of Kenny that he had to be coaxed with the promise of a shorter interview before he agreed to talk about being point man during our first meeting. It was only when Lieutenant Denning ambled past and asked if I could imagine ‘doing point’ that the conversation properly turned to what it was like having the most dangerous job in Helmand. Even then Kenny was cagey. ‘Well,’ he finally said with a diffident smile, ‘you switch off for a moment on point, you’re probably already dead.’

Taking point means you are the lead soldier of a patrol, the figure who guides the unit through enemy terrain. The point man walks ahead, scanning for danger. It is the most exposed position in a warzone. Taking point guarantees you will be first to wander into an ambush, first to tread upon a hidden bomb, first to be framed in the sights of an opposing sniper. Those who take point accept a vastly reduced chance of surviving. Men can ‘take point’, ‘walk point’, ‘do point’, ‘be point’, but it all amounts to the same thing: high risk. It was no coincidence that the first Royal Anglian killed in Afghanistan was a point man. Private Chris Gray had been shot weeks earlier during a gun battle among the mountains across the river. Chris was Kenny’s pal; they bonded over the role they shared. Both agreed that point was the patrol’s most vital position. Reading the land ahead for tell-tale signs and deciphering clues to an imminent ambush, a good point can save the lives of the men who follow. The merest detail interpreted correctly is the difference between life and death for the rest of the unit.

Out here, Kenny had felt his senses sharpen until his instincts were tripwire taut, honed to notice the tiniest inconsistency. He could hear the crunch of loose rock across the valley, decipher scratches in tree bark and determine the anxiety of a stranger from the depth of their footprint. Kenny compared himself to a great white shark, a creature capable of sniffing blood in water up to five kilometres away. Sometimes, Kenny said, it was as if the land talked to him. ‘It’s weird. Your senses become so highly tuned that you get all these subconscious instincts that start to read what’s going on around you.’

As the weeks rolled by, Kenny had developed an understanding for the land, the way it dipped and rolled from the lush riverbanks to the bald crown of the desert. Patrol after patrol, the platoon would troop faithfully behind, knowing that Kenny would navigate the buried landscape of improvised explosive devices (IEDs), roadside bombs and booby traps. They had followed Kenny through enemy compounds, watching him creep through the maze of murky antechambers where, quite literally, he had bumped into the enemy. They had followed him across fast-flowing rivers, bug-infested ditches, swaying meadows of red-headed poppies. Hardy carried his West Ham pennant and Olly had his Bible, but for the soldiers of 1 Platoon A Company, Kenny was their real lucky charm. ‘You just know when something is out of the ordinary, when something is wrong. Why is that rock there? That’s a device; that’s a Taliban ambush. I was point because I knew what to look for. The amount of times I would hold my section up and say: “Listen, I don’t think we should come this way because it looks like a bottleneck, we’re gonna get smashed,” so we flank the area and, well, what’s waiting ahead?’ He arched his eyebrows: ‘An enemy ambush, sat there, waiting for us. You have the weight of the soldiers relying on your judgement. Where to go? What to do? Switch off for a moment and it’s all over.’

The unique pressures of point can overload the mind. Accordingly the position is usually rotated frequently between the most alert and agile of soldiers. Officers often insist on an individual taking point for a determined number of consecutive patrols before relinquishing the role. Kenny was not one for abdicating responsibility. He was there to lead from the front, viewing point as a coveted privilege that should not be surrendered. Kenny called point the ‘star prize’ of soldiering, like a centre-forward. The platoon operated in the same way as a football team, he said. Without a decent midfield behind he was useless up front. The midfield in turn relied on a solid defence which depended on the good judgement of their keeper, Platoon Commander Nick Denning. But in football a striker can afford to fluff a chance. Not here. ‘Everyone is jostling for that position and so you have to keep scoring to make sure you do not miss any opportunities. You can’t afford to; miss an IED and the game’s over.’

Kenny had convinced himself he had secured the most coveted position on the team. Before leaving, he had promised his father he would be the best infantryman he could possibly be, a man whom future Meighans would be proud to call their own. Point provided the platform to be the best. It was completely unimaginable to Kenny that others were not vying for point. For some, however, there could be no harsher punishment. Point slashed the odds of making it home and represented the military equivalent of a death wish.

But Kenny’s enthusiasm for the
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