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‘The Royal Marines’ deployment was among the finest pieces of soldiering I have come across.’

General Sir Richard Dannatt, KCB, CBE, MC Chief of the General Staff


Dedicated to the memory of those members of

3 Commando Brigade, Royal Marines

who were killed during Operation Herrick 5
in Helmand Province, Afghanistan
September 2006 to April 2007

Warrant Officer Class 2 Michael Smith
29 Commando Regiment, Royal Artillery
Killed during a grenade attack on the UK base in Sangin
Thursday 8 March 2007 – aged thirty-nine

Marine Benjamin Reddy
42 Commando Royal Marines
Killed while attacking enemy positions in Kajaki
Tuesday 6 March 2007 – aged twenty-two

Lance Bombardier Ross Clark
29 Commando Regiment, Royal Artillery
Killed during a rocket attack on the UK base in Sangin
Saturday 3 March 2007 – aged twenty-five

Lance Bombardier Liam McLaughlin
29 Commando Regiment, Royal Artillery
Killed during a rocket attack on the UK base in Sangin
Saturday 3 March 2007 – aged twenty-one

Marine Scott Summers
42 Commando, Royal Marines
Died following a road traffic accident
Wednesday 21 February 2007 – aged twenty-three

Marine Jonathan Holland
45 Commando, Royal Marines
Killed by an anti-personnel mine in Sangin
Wednesday 21 February 2007 – aged twenty-three

Lance Corporal Mathew Ford
45 Commando, Royal Marines
Killed while attacking Jugroom Fort
Monday 15 January 2007 – aged thirty

Marine Thomas Curry
42 Commando, Royal Marines
Killed while attacking enemy positions at Kajaki
Saturday 13 January 2007 – aged twenty-one

Lance Bombardier James Dwyer
29 Commando Regiment, Royal Artillery
Killed when the vehicle he was driving struck an
anti-tank mine in southern Helmand
Wednesday 27 December 2006 – aged twenty-two

Marine Richard Watson
42 Commando, Royal Marines
Killed in an ambush at Now Zad
Tuesday 12 December 2006 – aged twenty-three

Marine Jonathan Wigley
45 Commando, Royal Marines
Killed while attacking enemy positions at Garmsir
Tuesday 5 December 2006 – aged twenty-one

Marine Gary Wright
45 Commando, Royal Marines
Killed by a suicide-borne improvised explosive device in Lashkar Gah
Friday 19 October 2006 – aged twenty-two


FOREWORD

HRH PRINCE PHILIP

One of the most challenging tasks for a military historian is to give a clear and comprehensible account of a battle. As the story of 3 Commando Brigade in Afghanistan is a series of more or less violent encounters with heavily armed insurgents, the problem of producing a coherent story is all the greater. Just to make matters more complicated, modern warfare demands an extensive new vocabulary that is virtually incomprehensible to the layman.

In this masterly account of the very specialised warfare in Afghanistan, and the very special achievements of 3 Commando Brigade, the author demonstrates his rare ability to explain what went on in terms that any reasonably intelligent layman can comprehend. To say that the story is ‘action-packed’ is an understatement. That the Royal Marine Commandos were able to sustain such an intense level of action in seriously uncomfortable circumstances is a tribute to their long and arduous training. The book is an eloquent accolade to everyone who took part in this deployment.

Philip


NOTE

3 COMMANDO BRIGADE BATTLE GROUP

The 3rd Commando Brigade, Royal Marines, deployed to southern Afghanistan as the core of the United Kingdom Task Force. The main area of operations was Helmand Province. The UKTF was formed around the following key components:

Helmand Battle Group

42 Commando numbering up to 1,500 men and women.

Command Company with the ISTAR group (Recce Troop and Manoeuvre Support Group), Mortar Troop with 23 mortar barrels instead of 9 and the Assault Engineer Troop.

Juliet, Kilo, Lima and Mike combat companies.

A logistic company.

Plus the following under command:

One company from the army: either the Royal Regiment of Fusiliers or The Rifles.

Whiskey Company, 45 Commando: Force Protection Company for 28 Engineer Regiment.

A battery from 29 Commando Regiment.

C Squadron Light Dragoons: three troops with a mixture of Scimitars, Spartan and Samaritan as an ambulance.

59 Independent Commando Squadron, Royal Engineers.

42 UAV Battery, Royal Artillery. Estonian Armoured Infantry Company.

Danish Formation Recce Squadron.

The following were attached to the commando battle group at times:

Engineer Group: 28 Engineer Regiment, Royal Engineers provided combat engineer support, a military construction force and reconstruction elements.

Operational Mentoring and Liaison Teams (OMLT): framed on 45 Commando: key in the training, support, development and operations of the Afghan National Army 3 Brigade of the Afghan 205 Corps.

29 Commando Regiment, Royal Artillery: provided six 105

Light Guns and Fire Support Teams across the area of operations.

UKLF (UK Land Force) Command Support Group (CSG): effectively, a second battle group.

Main duties:

Command and communications across the brigade.

Supplying an IX staff cell with commanding officer UKLF CSG as chief information officer. This cell had 2 key roles:


	The coordination of the ‘find’ function; exploiting the resources of the Brigade Reconnaissance Force, Light Dragoons Squadron, Y Squadron (electronic warfare and counter measures), tactical unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) and national and coalition strategic and intelligence assets.

	The exploitation of all information to support operations through intelligence assessment and information operations.



India Company: a composite company from 45 Commando Reconnaissance Troop, Air Defence Troop and other UKLF CSG ranks that formed the Lashkar Gah Operations Company.

Zulu Company, 45 Commando.

Commando Logistic Regiment
The CLR provided 2nd and 3rd line support to the UKTF; split between Kandahar and Helmand but based at Camp Bastion. Included its own Convoy Force Protection Troop.

Other Force Components

Explosive Ordnance Disposal Group.

Civil-military cooperation (CIMIC) and PsyOps teams.

Development and influence teams (DITs): a 3 Commando Brigade creation based on Engineer Reconnaissance, CIMIC, PsyOps and Force Protection, delivering the research and development ‘find’ function.

Joint Provincial and Joint District Coordination Centre Teams (JPCC – JDCC Teams): small bands of advisors seeking to tie together the ANA, ANP and Afghan Intelligence Services.

Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs).
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PROLOGUE

JUGROOM FORT – OPERATION GLACIER TWO

‘It was starting to get light. I remember the water coming halfway up the little window at the back of the Viking. Because of the smoke and dust the Vikings behind lost sight of us so we were static and on our own. Someone came over the net saying he could see at least eight enemy so I said, “Right, lads, let’s get the bayonets on.”’

Helmand Province is an area roughly half the size of England, with a population about the same as the county of Devon. The temperature during the summer months might exceed 45° Centigrade; in winter it can drop as low as -15º. Divided into two by the Helmand River, which irrigates the land and supplies electricity, the area’s chief export is opium, with Helmand believed by many to be the world’s largest producer of the raw material of the drug.

In the south of the province lies the area known as Garmsir; close by the eastern bank of the Helmand River. Strung out at the south-western end of village-style compounds, stands Jugroom Fort, a rambling complex with heavily armed watchtowers, known as an important Taliban stronghold. It was a vital command and control centre and, possibly, a sizeable store for enemy munitions. This near-impregnable fort was surrounded by a high, massively thick mud-and-rubble wall, within which were places of worship, walled accommodation compounds, kitchens, stores, magazines and small, cultivated fields divided by low walls.

In the weeks preceding Operation Glacier Two, reconnaissance parties had established that the fort was occupied and that the Taliban intended to keep it that way. From their mobile bases in the desert surrounding the fort out to the west, C Squadron under Major Ben Warrack and his Scimitars, together with Captain Jason Milne and the Brigade Patrol Troop running their weapons-mounted Land Rovers, or WMIKS, had come close enough in to have drawn fire from both small arms and rocket-propelled grenades. Being shot at, under the terms of the Rules of Engagement then in force, meant they were allowed to return fire, an action that allowed the commandos to assess the enemy’s strength and determination.

‘Once the Taliban opened fire we could “mallet” them as hard as we liked.’ Marine Adam Edwards had been sent out with 1 Troop to do exactly that about a month or so before the assault took place: ‘We saw the pre-dug, stand-to posts and watched two guys preparing a heavy machine gun position. Our orders were that if we saw more than eight Taliban with weapons we could engage – just for a bit of a stand-off. So, when we saw eight guys we started with Javelin to initiate the contact and then all the troop weapons plus the under-slung grenade launchers and everything else was let off. We told the boss that the target was huge – bigger than Ben Hur.’

Apache attack helicopters and Nimrod MR2 aircraft also flew over the fort, adding to the on-the-spot intelligence provided by C Squadron and the Brigade Patrol Troop, confirming that Jugroom was indeed a target for a commando raid.

Once it was decided to launch an assault, it was then a question of how, as the terrain was a defender’s dream. The hundred-metre-wide Helmand River ran in towards the fort from the north-west before turning south about 300 metres from the fort’s south-western walls. When not in spate the river was fordable on foot, although only awkwardly and slowly, while unwaterproofed, civilian vehicles had been observed wading. Earlier reconnaissance proved that for some distance either side of Jugroom the banks of the river were steep; if the river were to be crossed it would need to be in the amphibious Vikings, and at exactly the position that was least desirable for an attacking force.

As if that were not enough, the whole area around the fort was surrounded and criss-crossed by miles of irrigation channels – small canals – that made access for the uninvited even more difficult. A sandbar separates two tributaries that flow into the river from along the fort’s flanks, a confluence that forms a triangle of roughly cultivated land with the wall of the fort the third side. One marine’s view was that it was ‘really rubbishy, shitty, muddy, boggy, flat ground’. As well as the terrain, another uncertainty was the possible response of the people in the surrounding area to an attack; would they throw their lot in with the enemy and fight, or merge into the darkness?

There was a third unknown factor that was far more of a problem. The reconnaissance and fly-bys hadn’t revealed that Jugroom Fort housed a maze of deep, extensive tunnels in which a large number of men could shelter from all but a direct hit. The Taliban covered the entrances to the tunnels with scrub, and sprayed the branches with water to stop them showing up on thermal-imaging equipment. These warrens didn’t just provide the Taliban with a hiding place; as they led from the fort to the compounds outside, they also allowed the enemy to enter and leave unobserved. Not having this information was to expose the commandos to the possibility of a surprise counter-attack launched from where they least expected it – beside them and behind them.

Unaware of this potential trap, Colonel Robert Magowan, the commanding officer of the Information Exploitation Group, devised a straightforward plan for Operation Glacier Two: ‘The aim of the assault was simple and, in accord with other deliberate attacks, was to “disrupt and harass the Taliban on his own ground, to raid and not occupy, to get in fast and get out fast”. The plan was to conduct a five-hour bombardment through the night using artillery, mortars, B-IB bombers, F-18 Hornets and Apache attack helicopters to destroy the fort and its towers and when the conditions were right – I had “eyes in the sky” the whole time – I would follow with a pre-dawn assault using 45 Commando’s Zulu Company. Even if we had destroyed much of the fort I did not want the enemy to think we were not prepared to actually enter their territory as well: an important psychological factor. My marines would cross the river in Vikings to seize the fort and destroy any remaining Taliban and their materiel. When satisfied that none of either was left the marines would return whence they came, back to the comparative sanctuary of the western desert to regroup and prepare for the next operation.’

Captain Chris Witts, the officer commanding 1st Armoured Support Troop, whose Vikings were to be a major key to any success or failure of the ground attack, had been warned that he might have to cross the river. Keen not to do so without a proper reconnaissance, he had earlier sent Sergeant Jason Wood – who was trained in conducting river reconnaissance – to look for a suitable place to the south, out of range of the Taliban’s defending weapons. The river, however, narrowed between steep banks and flowed considerably faster when away from the fort: after two days Jason Wood returned without having found a place to cross. As a result Chris Witts confided to his diary that the Vikings, with Zulu Company aboard, would be expected to ford the river ‘200 metres from known enemy positions’; a manoeuvre with which he was not happy.

In truth there were not enough British forces on the ground in Helmand Province to occupy a fort such as Jugroom and then hold it from the enemy; so the operational tactic was to prevent the Taliban from settling into any base and then resupplying from it, by demonstrating that they were vulnerable to an attack from the British at any time. It was vital to impress upon the Taliban that they were not safe inside any compound, and especially a key one such as Jugroom. By depleting their forces, destroying their munitions and other resources, the Royal Marines were there to give the enemy a bloody nose, and to let them know they could do it again, any time they wanted.

To prepare for his planned assault, on 13 January, Colonel Magowan established his TAC HQ, gun line and lying-up position (LUP) due west of the fort, out of range of prying eyes and RPGs. He then despatched Zulu Company to join the Brigade Reconnaissance Force and C Squadron in the western desert, along with three 105mm guns from 29 Commando Light Regiment, Royal Artillery.

Following standard procedure, a Rehearsal of Concept (ROC) was held around a huge relief model in the sand, the size of a football pitch. This ‘walk-through’ preparation was attended by commanders at all levels, during which most of the planned manoeuvre details were thrashed out. Fuller rehearsals followed before the company moved in the dark to an Assembly Area, closer to the river. By 0400 the next morning, all was in place should the order to assault be given.

At the LUP the colonel gave his orders, followed at 0900 on 14 January, by those of Zulu Company commander to his troop and section commanders. The first phase of Operation Glacier Two was for bombardment of the fort, scheduled for that night; the second phase was the pre-dawn infantry assault.

Captain Dave Rigg, an army officer on the colonel’s staff for this operation, was commando-trained; he was also the regimental operations officer of 28 Engineer Regiment, an invaluable part of the brigade’s order of battle. Rigg was to spend much of the following night watching the bombardment. ‘Crystal-clear footage from a Nimrod flying at altitude showed the fort and its occupants; so we knew where the defences were and had a good idea of how many people were in there and with what weapons. We watched people – little black spots – jog round the fort and disappear into trenches and fire positions.’

Meanwhile the bombardment – including a ‘huge amount of ordnance’ from the Scimitars and Zulu Company’s Fire Support Troop – was pulverizing targets identified via the Nimrod video footage until about 0300 on 15 January, by when the colonel was confident that the enemy had been suppressed sufficiently for him to launch his troops.

To make the assault easier, Captain Rigg wanted the bombers to remove some of the defensive barriers as well as the Taliban themselves. ‘I said to the B-1Bs, “I want a bomb to allow the troops to enter the fort and this is the grid. A 2,000-pounder, please.” The B-1B bombers dropped twenty 2,000-pound bombs with one landing precisely where we wanted it, breaching the wall in the south-west of the fort. It was probably too good, as it left a vast crater about twenty feet across and eight feet deep, in fact a bit of an obstacle for the boys.’

Colonel Magowan studied the video feed from the Nimrod alongside Captain Rigg, and felt that the time was right. ‘After dropping thousands of pounds of bombs I knew it was time to exploit. As I could see no more enemy I called in Zulu Company commander at 0400 and told him, “Go.”’

By the time the company commander had readied his men for the river crossing and they were at last prepared, dawn was about to break. Sergeant ‘Kenny’ Everett of 4 Troop was sitting in his Viking at 0530 when the troop officers were summoned for confirmatory orders; Second Lieutenant Hammond returned to give three minutes of confirmatory orders whose brevity ‘was not his fault as that was all the briefing he himself had had from the company commander’.

Now the men of Zulu Company knew that the order of advance would be 5 Troop, then 1 Troop followed by 4 Troop remaining in reserve on a spit of sand before the second, minor, river. A revised H Hour – an original one had been at 0530 – was confirmed as being ‘as soon as possible’. The OC was shouting at the officers, ‘Hurry up as we need to move – now!’ The time was 0550.

Chris Witts remained unenthusiastic about crossing this river within 200 metres of a defended fort, but his Vikings were new to battle and he was desperate that they should do all that was asked of them. Now his received orders were unequivocal: the attack would take place as planned and, although thrilled, he was also anxious. He needn’t have been as he watched the leading Viking commander, Corporal Paul ‘Tiny’ McShannon, forge across the river without hesitation, climb the far bank and head straight for the breach in the fort’s wall.

Corporal Al Weldon, inside the Viking commanded by Corporal McShannon, instructed his men to fix bayonets as they advanced towards the fort. ‘We lit a last fag as most of us had started smoking: there was hardly anyone who did not smoke that day. When we de-bussed there was an eerie silence in the smoke or mist and in a split second I saw the break-in point and shouted, “Seen!” There was a small house and rubble and to my half-left a high-rise building which was part of the village with large holes in the wall where there should have been windows. The ground was open with irrigation ditches: the worst type because there was not enough cover and yet it was very rough to run across quickly.’

Precious time had been lost. Everyone watching on the video screen beamed from the high-altitude Nimrod into the IX Group’s TAC HQ had expected the company to be engaged as it crossed the river in the near-dawn light, but nothing happened. Then, with 5 Troop’s Vikings within fifty metres of the walls, the Taliban, most of whom had moved into the flanking compounds outside the fort, did open fire. The enemy must have waited out the bombardment underground, and then moved through the tunnels to the outside compounds in enough numbers to pour fire on to the approaching commandos from every possible location around them, except for the small point of entry the Vikings had made across the river. They had spread out across an arc of nearly 270 degrees, turning the whole triangle of roughly cultivated crops into an instant killing ground. Every one of the Royal Marines had been under fire before – there were no novices in Zulu Company – but no one had ever come under such an intense concentration of small arms and grenades.

‘I remember looking at the fort and watching the rounds and RPGs coming from three sides and thinking “fuckin’ ’ell,” said Company Sergeant Major Steven Shepherd. ‘If you were on the left side of a Viking you were being shot at, but when you crawled round to the right you were still being shot at. There were people shouting for support as it was almost every man for himself and slightly chaotic. The enemy must have been in deep bunkers throughout the night as we obviously hadn’t killed them all. Now the forward troops were moving into the fort. With our own machine guns and the enemy firing small arms and RPGs, the noise was horrific and we couldn’t hear anything over the radio.’

With the enemy fire so fierce, CSM Shepherd felt as vulnerable lying down as moving around the killing ground, so he walked ‘as calmly as he could’ across the scrub, ‘encouraging his lads’ while noticing 5 Troop move forward under Lieutenant Hammond’s command. Mr Shepherd’s critical and experienced eye watched approvingly as 1 Troop ‘de-bussed’ beneath the fort’s walls to take up their supporting fire positions in the dirt.

The lead troop, experiencing the most withering fire as they approached the breach, were relying on support from 1 Troop, lying in the open among their Vikings, firing back at the Taliban; although they did little to diminish the ferocity of enemy rounds and rockets. It was impossible for the CSM to tell how many enemy there were, but ‘as one of the troop sergeants ran towards me I fired over his shoulder at a geezer who had popped his head over the fort wall. The sergeant thought I was shooting at him and shouted at me to stop!’

One lucky escape followed another. ‘An RPG bounced off the ground before landing on Marine Matty Corcoran’s helmet; knocked him out for a bit but he soon recovered and rejoined the fight.’ The RPGs were landing so close around them that after one explosive blast CSM Shepherd bellowed at a marine to ‘bloody check your back-arcs next time you fire your anti-tank weapon’. The reply was, ‘Not me, Sergeant Major, but a fucking RPG.’ It had detonated on the ground between them.

The bullets and RPGs continued to spray around the marines who were now too near to the Taliban to call in air support: this was a close-quarters battle such as Zulu Company had never experienced before during the current campaign. ‘Even my company clerk fired 500 rounds that morning,’ said CSM Shepherd. The bayonets fixed earlier in the safety of the Vikings flickered and gleamed in the tracer light, a chilling statement of intent.

Corporals Weldon and ‘Derbs’ Derbshire, 5 Troop section commanders, pepper-potted their sections towards the breach. Their orders were to split once inside, Derbs to the right and Al Weldon sharp left, two sections of just six marines each, for their gunners had been seconded to the Fire Support Troop. Corporal Weldon was expecting to find a building that needed clearing but ‘as it was still quite dark we were doing it slightly by touch. Once we had captured the buildings, to show them we were not scared of taking the war into their very heart, we were then to fuck off back.’

Inside the fort, for a few brief moments, there was a dip in the noise level as each side tried to determine where the other was. Corporal Weldon manoeuvred alongside the wall, with Marine Spiwak alongside him, both readying themselves to leave the fort once they had destroyed the building they’d been tasked to breach. ‘Marine Mike Cleary tossed in a grenade and as soon as he did that the breath was taken out of all of our lungs by the sudden and sheer weight of new fire that erupted from enemy positions within the fort. Small-arms rounds and RPG trails all over the place…then I was shot in the back but I don’t know what hit me as there was so much shit flying around.’

Al Weldon was fortunate, for the round that injured him went through his webbing, shattering the Bowman radio before fragmenting into his back as shrapnel. Parts of it are still embedded in his body. At about the same time his troop officer, Matt Hammond, had an even luckier escape when a Russian-made 7.62 short bullet hit a fighting knife that he had been sent by his parents: the bullet, bending the knife in half, was deflected away from his body.

The intense rate of incoming fire continued for about ten more minutes before the first cry of ‘Man down – man down’ was shouted over the troop radio net. With casualties now being taken, CSM Shepherd – a hefty and experienced warrior with a deep, caring compassion for his men – knew that his priority, indeed his primary task, along with ammunition resupply, was to get the wounded out of the area as swiftly as possible. To do this he needed a Viking. He had already formed firm views on the use of this new beast: ‘It is a battlefield taxi, not an armoured fighting vehicle.’ Even as a taxi it lacked something for him: ‘I am a big man, I couldn’t get in and out with my helmet on.’

However, CSM Shepherd had nothing but praise for the Viking crews and their determination to support their fellow Royal Marines: ‘The newly qualified lads were superb; all you ever had to do was give them an eight-figure grid and they would be there – they could get right up to the fight and that was essential for ammo and casualties. As a vehicle to bring up ammunition, to take casualties back and to carry our men across difficult country it is brilliant, but it isn’t a Warrior and so it should not be used to close an enemy position.’ Yet despite its virtues as an amphibious vehicle, the CSM remained unconvinced of its usefulness in a combat situation: ‘I never, never want to get out of one of those things in contact again as they are not APCs, although one did feel safe in them. Except for crossing the river – a fairly big river. Al Weldon agreed with what I was thinking on the way across with the water halfway up the door – I am not going to get out of this if there is a problem. On the way back I wasn’t so worried.’

Shepherd now had four wounded, ‘Al Weldon and three lads from Derbs’s section. So I shouted to the men in the fort to get out with their casualties. We lifted them into the backs of two or three vehicles.’

Before they left, CSM Shepherd ran to the front of the lead Viking, climbed up the bar armour and shouted at the driver, ‘Make sure you fucking come back – know what I mean?’

‘Yes, Sergeant Major!’

‘Good lad.’

Tiny McShannon, the Viking commander, needed no orders to return: a brave and intelligent man, he had already assessed the situation for himself and was to cross the river a number of times that dawn.

Concern for his own wounded is an emotion that the British fighting man possesses and the Taliban don’t. ‘We almost stop the battle to make sure we can save a life if it is saveable,’ said one. But the Taliban don’t see it that way, and if one of them falls, then no one will come to his aid. ‘The enemy were not as good soldiers as us but they didn’t mind being killed and that counts for a lot.’

Having attended to his casualties, CSM Shepherd strode across to the company commander’s Viking, opened the door and roared above the cacophony of ‘crack and thump’, ‘What’s going on, sir?’

‘Well, what do you reckon, Sergeant Major?’ The major had to shout to make himself heard above the noise of the bullets and RPGs buzzing and cracking nearby.

Shepherd bellowed back, ‘We are sitting in the middle of a killing ground and we need to get out of here – either forward or back – that’s what I reckon.’ One of the chief aims of the operation had been to enter the fort and destroy anything thought to be crucial or of value to the Taliban; that had been accomplished. Now all they were doing was providing targets for the remaining enemy to shoot at.

Communication on the ground may have been made difficult by the noise that prevented the marines using their radios effectively, but within the Vikings it was possible, at least, to communicate with the CO at his desert LUP. Signaller Corporal Robbie Grey was doing an outstanding job, keeping the battle group informed, stage-managing the evacuation of the casualties and all the while passing back Sitreps to the higher formation. His was the only link between the battle and the colonel and so was relaying every message about the situation and the company commander’s views and decisions – ‘a super-cool guy’.

The message received back by the LUP was that at this crucial stage in the battle it was clear that all was not going quite according to plan. ‘The CO asked me what I thought of the situation and I said I thought it was untenable,’ said Chris Witts. ‘I grabbed the company commander and had a quick discussion with him and the decision was made to extract. I passed that down to all the troops on the ground but it took about twenty more minutes of engaging the enemy to get the guys into the vehicles because at the time we didn’t have any direct method of communicating with the lads. Comms were very difficult but eventually we did get everyone back, in no particular order as it was a question of “open the vehicle doors and jump in”. As many guys as we could in every Viking.’

CSM Shepherd supervised the loading of wounded men into the Vikings, juggling in his mind the numbers that needed to be carried back with those still to keep suppressing fire aimed at the Taliban: ‘I knew who was wounded and I knew we did not have enough vehicles to get us back as some of those who had taken the wounded had yet to return. At this stage I had 1 Troop in their vehicles, 5 Troop moving out and 4 Troop still on the spit of sand.’

Colonel Magowan, at the LUP, supported the decision to return. ‘Having exploited as far as he could under effective enemy fire, the company commander wanted to withdraw.’ Which, perhaps, was hardly surprising as the troops had taken more than the expected number of casualties, including a T1 – classified as life-threatening – a couple of T2s – can’t self-help – and a couple of T3s. T4, so far unreported, would have been dead. The colonel ‘discussed the situation with the company commander’ and told him, ‘You are the man on the ground; you make the call but you haven’t been there very long – about forty-five minutes.’ The company commander confirmed his position and so the colonel said ‘OK, fine,’ and readied the Apaches and artillery to help with the withdrawal. Studying the video, Magowan was able to watch as the vehicles transported the wounded to safety before the Royal Marines could break contact with the enemy. ‘They took an awfully long time to turn round but eventually the company commander did get his men together and as soon as they were across the river and out of contact the firing stopped.’

However, before the last man had left the killing area one marine observed that the enemy’s bottle ‘was getting stronger and stronger and although no one was actually charging towards us they were all in firing positions aiming at us’. It was clearly time to move, but as they were leaping on board a Viking, ‘Spinner’ Spence ran up to the company sergeant major shouting, ‘I’m missing a bloke.’

CSM Shepherd asked ‘where he could be’, and Spinner replied, ‘One of the lads thinks he went back in an earlier vehicle as he was with some of the casualties.’ The CSM was initially happy with that but ‘thought I should speak on the net to check’. It was the first time for some minutes that he could hear anything over the radio – just enough – as RPGs were exploding all around them, and the small-arms fire was still buzzing past. ‘I got on the net and because of the din I didn’t get the Troop Bible out as I would not be able to make any numbers heard over the air. I simply said, “Have you got Lance Corporal Ford?” and they came back from the Assembly Area and said, “Yeah, he’s here.” As we only had one Ford in the company I thought that they had him.

‘We were still taking incoming as we hadn’t moved from the killing ground and as I was alongside 5 Troop in their vehicle, I said, “We’ll have one final check,” so “Spinner” on his own ran off to the edge of the fort wall where they had all been and returned via the break-in hole before running along the outside wall looking for him.’

He sprinted back to the Viking, waving as he did so, making it clear there was no sign of anyone left behind. He then clambered on to the vehicle as it drove up to the wall, with some men sitting on the bonnet. Shepherd let them go and thought, ‘He’s not bloody here.’

‘Derbs’ confirmed that the missing man hadn’t entered the fort and so with that and the fact that there was a Ford back at the Assembly Area CSM Shepherd shouted, ‘If he’s not there when we get back we’ll come straight across to find him.’ And off ‘Spinner’ went with his troop.

‘We now had no vehicles – there was me, the company clerk and I think the Fire Support Troop, which was about six lads, and the company commander’s signaller and that was it – about ten or twelve of us marooned on the wrong side of the river and still being fired at. And firing back. I was talking to Captain Sharp, the FST commander, a fucking good man, a brave man, and told him that we had got to get our backs to the river and to do that we might have to cross on to the spit of sand.

‘Captain Sharp asked, “Is there any cover there?”

‘And I laughed as there was no cover where we were and anything was better than where we were – still being shot at from three sides. Any minute now we could be completely surrounded and I knew that if we reached the spit they could only be in front of us. So I said, “Stand by to move – get your kit together,” and just as we were about to move, an empty vehicle suddenly appeared and with everyone in it was “toppers”. I had one last look about, then ran and jumped in. The fucking thing was becoming a bullet magnet, so I shouted, “Go! Go! Go!” and slammed the door. We got through the river and across the other side where we sat on the ground and watched the fort being fucking malleted by the gunners, tanks and aircraft. When some explosives landed nearby I thought, “You fucking drop-shorts,” as we call the Royal Artillery. But it wasn’t ours, it was theirs, because we had moved far enough away for them to start mortaring us.’

Now that he could make himself heard, CSM Shepherd’s concern – that there was a man still unaccounted for – was by no means over, so he called all the troop ‘stripeys’ to him and asked, ‘Who have you got? I want another full headcount as the previous ones were taken in confusion.’ It quickly became apparent that Lance Corporal Ford was not with them so, once more, the battle-hardened sergeant major spoke over the radio, now at last able to hear any responses clearly. This time he received the chilling reply:

‘We have a Marine Ford at the Assembly Area – the CO’s driver.’ Shepherd’s response was curt: ‘Fuckin’ ’ell.’

‘When Zulu Company got back it filtered through to the HQ that a Marine Ford was missing,’ Colonel Magowan explained. ‘I said, “Calm down. Let’s make sure who we have got.” I was in my command post and a marine overhearing me said, “I’m Marine Ford,” so I said, “OK, relax; fog of war, we have Marine Ford.” Someone else piped up, “No, it’s a Lance Corporal Ford that is missing.”’ To begin with, the colonel wasn’t particularly worried:

‘These things happen but then news came through from Zulu Coy that they had definitely left Lance Corporal Ford behind. Obviously very bad news indeed.’

To the west of the river and away from Jugroom, CSM Shepherd turned to the company commander and said, ‘Ford’s not here. He’s over there somewhere. We have to go back in, we must look for him.’ There was a stunned silence, broken only by the distant crump and thump of munitions falling on the fort. No one was prepared to say out loud what they all feared; not that Lance Corporal Ford was dead, but that he might have been captured – and that was frightening. What the Taliban had done to captured Russian soldiers during the Soviet invasion in the 1980s was well known.

CSM Shepherd was thinking rapidly. ‘We can’t just do this. We can’t return in daylight, we can’t just get in the vehicles and go over there as we have just had our arses kicked in the dark. We need to go, but we need to put this higher up the command chain as we need full support. We need a proper fire plan on to the positions.’

Despite the obvious reservations that they shared, his marines – and especially the whole of 5 Troop, who had been in the thick of it – were just as keen to recross the river. However, once the problem and the suggested solution had been passed up the line, the answer was, ‘Wait: don’t go over.’ This came as some relief to the company sergeant major: ‘I knew we were going to return but I wanted someone to sit and think this thing through calmly, so we were ordered to pull back away from the river to behind one of the fire support positions and into cover.’

From this new position Captain Witts, the company commander and CSM Shepherd were summoned to the LUP, about seven or so kilometres west into the desert. The Viking covered that distance quickly and within five or so minutes they were at IX Group HQ.

‘Everyone who was anyone from the planning side of things was milling about until Colonel Magowan took us into a tent where just the battle group staff were.’

Witts, asked if he was happy to return, replied that he was: ‘The colonel told us to have a cup of tea then come back with a plan. We did and our plan was to take four vehicles, surround Corporal Ford, stabilise him, then bring him home. There was of course one snag – we had no idea where he was.’

They left the commanding officer wishing them luck – while others reminded Chris that he was due on his R-and-R in nine days – and returned to the river bank, where the volunteers selected by CSM Shepherd were getting ready, recharging their magazines. The plan was beefed up, the vehicles were mounted under Chris Witts’s command, then driven to a position opposite the fort, where they halted for final clearance to proceed.

A sudden order – ‘Stop! Stop!’ – was shouted over the airwaves. The colonel had contacted the brigade commander at Lashkah Gah, on an indistinct line, to explain that he was missing one of his marines. The brigadier’s direct response was ‘to do everything that is necessary’ to find him, and, in order to make that possible, went on to confirm that he was arranging for ‘all the ISTAR that is available – Predator, more MR2, Apache, the lot – and then it will be up to you’. Zulu Company was champing to find ‘Fordy’ but as nobody had seen him, nobody had any clue where he was; the brigadier’s idea to use all available air intelligence was vital in assisting them. By now it was broad daylight; nobody knew how many Taliban were left – although an estimate suggested around thirty – while the MR2 Nimrod had spotted reinforcements coming up from the Pakistan border.

At this point Sergeant Gary Stanton from the RAF – ‘a very quiet and unassuming chap’ – tapped the colonel on the shoulder and said, ‘Sir, if you would like to come here a second.’ Colonel Magowan followed him into the back of a vehicle to where the Desert Hawk’s video was being beamed. The Desert Hawk is an unmanned aerial vehicle, like a model aeroplane, that is launched by three men using a huge rubber catapult; the engine starts when the aircraft reaches a velocity of 15m (50ft) per second. It supplied real-time video feeds, which Stanton, who’d been flying the Hawk over Jugroom Fort, deciphered now for the colonel as he pointed at his screen. ‘That is a body and he is wearing a British uniform. I can’t tell if he is alive or not but he is lying against the outside wall of the fort. Way to the left of the breach.’

A blurry image flickered on the screen, that showed the edge of the fort; on the left of the image a dark mark was clearly visible. It didn’t move. Untrained as an image analyst, Colonel Magowan could only reply, ‘What am I looking at? I can’t see anything.’

‘Believe me, sir,’ replied Sergeant Stanton, ‘that is a British body.’

The colonel immediately called up the brigadier. ‘Sir, we’ve got him on video. I’m going to launch the lead company across the river with C Squadron in support and lots of Apache. I have no other choice unless special forces are available.’

But British Special Forces – preferably the Royal Marines’s own Special Boat Service – were not available and, anyway, could not have been redeployed in time: although better trained in hostage rescue and similar situations they could have offered little more than that which was being prepared by IX’s TAC HQ.

It was now about 0930. The Apaches that had been circling overhead and firing into the fort were aware of the problem. Warrant Officer First Class Mark Rutherford, a pilot with 9 Regiment Army Air Corps, called IX TAC HQ to ask for a Sitrep as his and three other aircraft were low on fuel. HQ’s reply was that they were about to launch across the river and would need further air support; until then the Apaches were tasked to fly over Lance Corporal Ford’s body on the ground, taking it in turns to loiter near the spot, guarding him. Rutherford replied that the plan would take hours, yet he could not supply top cover for much longer. ‘I understand,’ replied the colonel, unable to hide in his voice the feeling that without air cover, and in broad daylight, the troop going in would not have much of a chance.

The pilot knew this too, for he didn’t take a moment to weigh up the obvious risks; the decision was clearly being made even as he spoke the words. ‘Sir, I’ve a different idea. We will land at your location. Give me four men and I’ll strap them to two Apaches.’ Rutherford was making it up as he went along. ‘We’ll go over, land by the fort, strap the casualty to the base of my helicopter with a strop and come back. All you need to do is find four volunteers. We’ve never practised it – but…’

The colonel took no time to concur, and was straight on to brigade headquarters. This improbable plan was quickly agreed – although rumours later suggested that 9 Regiment’s commanding officer had had serious reservations. Nevertheless the brigadier was happy for it to happen and, with that approval, responsibility was passed back down to the IX Group’s TAC HQ. Colonel Magowan called the Apache pilot: ‘Can you do it?’

‘We’re coming down now.’ They were low on fuel and with no intermediate refuelling point between the LUP and Camp Bastion there was little time to waste.

The colonel had quickly to find the four men who would fly in on the Apaches. First to volunteer was Dave Rigg, the Royal Engineers officer who knew precisely what he would be letting himself in for, as all night he had watched the footage and, being the engineer, knew the ground. He knew, too, the strength of the enemy and had complete ‘situational awareness’. Nevertheless, and without hesitation, he told the colonel that he wanted to go despite, in his CO’s opinion, knowing that he had a greater than fifty/fifty chance of being killed.

The colonel accepted his offer immediately and looked around for three more. The Joint Terminal Attack commander volunteered but was vetoed: ‘I need you to fire in the Apaches and B-1B bombers.’ The operations officer, Major Sean Brady, volunteered but he, too, was vetoed: ‘You are my ops officer.’ At that moment the regimental sergeant major, Colin Hearn, poked his head round the tent flap. There was no time to go searching around the HQ: ‘Ah, RSM. I’ve got a job for you.’ RSM Hearn had been busy dealing with the wounded and was unaware of the situation. ‘What’s that, sir?’

‘Get your kit together. You’re getting on a helicopter to bring back Lance Corporal Ford.’

‘This is a bite.’ He clearly thought this was a wind-up.

‘Afraid it









































APPENDIX ONE

THE ROYAL MARINES

Since their formation, the Royal Marines have been part of the Royal Navy and, with the corps’s deployment in Afghanistan during the 2006/2007 winter, 52 per cent of all British forces in theatre – over 400 miles from the nearest sea – were from the naval service.

On 28 October, 1664, 1,200 land soldiers of the Admiral’s Regiment were divided into six companies each of 200 men and distributed into His Majesty’s fleets and prepared for sea service. Over the following 343 years the number of Royal Marines has fluctuated: during the Second World War it was as high as 78,500, while the current figure is just over 6,500, or 20 per cent of the Royal Navy. Apart from the units of the 3rd Commando Brigade, detachments and individuals of every rank serve in a number of Her Majesty’s Ships and submarines as well as around the globe in a variety of roles: some on exchange or loan service and others as observers and liaison officers with international organisations in, at the last count, 31 different countries.

At 32 weeks, Royal Marines recruit training is longer than officer training in some countries and is conducted at the Commando Training Centre, Lympstone. The Commando Course – universally acknowledged as the hardest infantry course in the world and which, for recruits, is the penultimate stage of their basic training – is aimed at the mind as much as the body of both officers and marines and is spent entirely in the field: uniquely nobody returns to camp throughout. It is a progressive course that, in addition to the physical demands forced upon the candidates, places great emphasis on mental alertness when at the extremes of exhaustion. It culminates in a final eight-day exercise designed to test officers and marines in all aspects of the training they have so far undertaken and which is particularly testing and realistic, incorporating a raid from the sea, an abseil and an assault. On arrival back at Lympstone the candidates face the Commando Tests themselves: an Endurance Course, Tarzan and Assault Course, a Nine Mile Speed March and a 30 Mile Load Carry, which take place one a day without a break. On successfully completing the commando tests, the officers and marines are awarded their Green Berets, mindful of the four elements of the ‘commando spirit’ that will have been imbued in them: courage, determination, unselfishness and cheerfulness in the face of adversity.

While other individual military units may claim not to have seen much active service since the Falklands war of 1982, units of Royal Marines have, over the intervening 25 years, been employed on operations in Northern Ireland, the Lebanon, Hong Kong, Belize, both Gulf Wars – elements remain deployed in Iraq – south-east Turkey, Honduras, Nicaragua, the Balkans, Sierra Leone, Cyprus, Afghanistan and the Congo; and as if that was not enough the commando brigade continues to deploy to north Norway each winter for Arctic training. It is hardly surprising, therefore, that His Royal Highness, Prince Philip, the corps’s captain general, is on record as saying: ‘Nothing is impossible for the Royal Marines.’


APPENDIX TWO

HONOURS AND AWARDS

DSO

Lieutenant Colonel Matthew John HOLMES Royal Marines

Brigadier Jeremy Hywel THOMAS Royal Marines

MBE

Major Oliver Andrew LEE Royal Marines

Acting Lieutenant Colonel Ewen MURCHISON Royal Marines

Warrant Officer Class 2 Martin Charles REEVES Royal Marines

CGC

Corporal John Thomas THOMPSON Royal Marines

MC

Marine Matthew BISPHAM Marine Daniel CLARICOATES

Corporal Michael COWE Royal Marines

Marine Ian Paul DANBY Marine Daniel FISHER

Corporal Alan HEWETT Royal Marines Sergeant Jason LAYTON Royal Marines Corporal Simon WILLEY Royal Marines

Staff Sergeant Keith John ARMATAGE Army Air Corps

Lance Bombardier Richard David JENNINGS Royal Artillery

Captain David Charles RIGG Royal Engineers

Warrant Officer Class 1 Mark Simon RUTHERFORD Army Air

Corps

MiD

Captain Alistair Scott CARNS Royal Marines

Marine Thomas CURRY (killed in action)

Captain Duncan Graham FORBES Royal Marines

Major Philip GADIE Royal Marines Marine Jonathan Paul HART Marine Alexander HOOLE

Warrant Officer Class 2 Robert Daniel JONES Royal Marines

Corporal Adam LISON Royal Marines

Marine Paul MAYFIELD

Captain Jason Robert MILNE Royal Marines

Corporal Ashley OATES Royal Marines

Second Lieutenant Richard SHARP Royal Marines

Warrant Officer Class 2 Steven SHEPHERD MBE Royal Marines

Marine Matthew SMITH

Sapper Lee Stephen HORAN Royal Engineers

Corporal Steven MARNER Royal Engineers

Warrant Officer Class 2 Michael SMITH Royal Artillery (killed in action)

Major Jonathan SWIFT Royal Regiment Fusiliers

Sergeant Michael WILKINSON Light Dragoons

QCVS

Major Matthew CHURCHWARD Royal Marines

Lieutenant Colonel Duncan Andrew DEWAR Royal Marines Lieutenant Colonel Charles Richard STICKLAND Royal Marines Major Benedict John WARRACK Light Dragoons
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