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About the Book

SEARING HEAT

You have the most dangerous job in the world’s most dangerous place. You are responsible for bomb disposal in the British sector of Iraq. You are the last defence against oblivion. And it’s already a hundred degrees in the shade.

COLD FEAR

You are up against some of the most sophisticated bombmakers in the world. They don’t play by the rules of the Geneva Convention. Nothing but your own wits will save you. You’re on your own.

SILENCE

Now is the moment of truth. All you can hear is the sound of your own blood pounding through your veins. This could be your last moment on earth.

IT’S JUST YOU AND THE BOMB
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This book is dedicated to the memory of those who made the long walk and never returned.
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Prologue

February 2004

Now I am in my other world. Outside sounds become muted and I am aware only of the sound of my own breathing and the drumming of my heart. This is the moment when I leave everything else behind. The moment when the drawbridge closes behind me and I am truly alone.

The long walk to the target seems to take for ever. I’m carrying 90lb of equipment and wearing a bomb suit that weighs another 80lb. Sweat drips into my eyes and my visor is beginning to mist up in the fearsome tropical heat. The Colombian Jungle Commandos have taken up fire positions in the rainforests and mountains that tower above the ICP. Their job is to stand between me and a sniper’s bullet.

I try not to hold my breath as I take each step, but it isn’t easy. Only 75 metres to go; I’m halfway to the target vehicle. The twin-flex firing cable snakes out of my carrying case as I go.

I’m struggling to see. My visor has completely steamed up now. I wipe away the condensation with a cloth. Twenty seconds later it’s steamed up again. The humidity in this place is outrageous.

I go over the threat assessment again in my mind. There are three options. There’s the timed IED, which could go off at any moment. There’s the command initiated device, usually detonated by wire or radio control; it requires an observer, and this terrain offers thousands of potential firing points. I hope to God it’s not RC: the Colombians don’t have any radio jammers, and as I’m here working with them, nor do I. Finally there’s the VO, the booby trap. The Colombian police officers have walked all around the car, so there’s unlikely to be anything buried in the ground, but there’s still every chance of a VO inside it.

So, what is the terrorist trying to achieve? Does he want to get me? Trying to confuse as to intent is a classic Provisional IRA tactic, and I know they’ve been here teaching the FARC boys some new tricks. That’s why I’ve been sent here.

The sweat is pouring off me and my heart’s beating like a drum as I finally reach the target vehicle, one of those 1950s grocery vans you only see in Tintin books. It’s still; eerily silent. There are no tripwires and there’s no disturbed earth, but I can see the improvised mortar through the windscreen. It’s pretty much identical to the last PIRA mortar I saw in Northern Ireland, the barrack buster, a huge projectile which contains as much explosive as your average car bomb. This one’s in a highly volatile state because it’s a misfire – which means it could go live any second. And it’s pointing directly at the village of Espinal.

If it launches now I’ll be engulfed by the blast. As it lands moments later, the fuse will kick into life and the 120kg of ammonium nitrate and sugar explosive will detonate, fragmenting the bomb into hundreds of supersonic pieces of molten metal. All windows within 200 metres will implode, wreaking havoc and causing massive casualties. Hundreds of pieces of shrapnel will smash through unprotected vehicles and structures. Shards of glass will sever limbs, and what little remains of the shredded bodies will almost certainly be destroyed by the napalm fireball that follows.

In May two years ago, three hundred people crowded into a small church in Bojaya, whispering prayers as they hunkered down on the cement floor, seeking sanctuary from the FARC gunfire outside. They thought they would be safe there. They were wrong. A PIRA-designed improvised mortar exploded on the church roof, which collapsed, killing 119. At least forty-five of the victims were children.

I’ve been an operator for seven years and completed three tours in Northern Ireland. I’ve studied the IRA obsessively and I know their tactics inside out. There could be any number of surprises lying in wait. I have to render this device safe. Now.

I begin clearing a safe area around the vehicle. Even if there is no secondary device this time, the bomber will still be watching me. Tracking my procedures and trying to second-guess me the next time we meet. This is only one battle in a very long war.

My body is starting to shake.

I check inside the van for alarm sensors, but there are none. Good. I carry a couple of pieces of ceramic with me – I’ve taken them from a broken spark plug. I throw one at the bottom left-hand corner of the side window and the glass shatters instantly. It’s amazing what tricks you can pick up at school.

I ease my head inside the cab and check out the bomb’s timing and power unit. My most obvious target is its battery pack. If the TPU is the brain of the bomb, the power source is its heart. I edge my EOD disruptor towards it, to get a better shot.

The disruptor is finally good to go. But as I’m about to pull off target and head back to the ICP to take the shot, I notice something else. A length of fishing wire stretches between the underside of the driver’s seat and the door panel. Bastards. They’ve put a victim-operated IED in there too. A secondary. If I’d opened the door instead of leaning through the window it would have been Goodnight Vienna. The FARC boys have listened carefully to everything our Northern Irish friends have taught them.

I have to shatter both circuits. I can’t do them one at a time: if there’s a hidden collapsing circuit, disrupting one device could initiate the other.

I wipe the sweat from my eyes again. I’m going to neutralize them simultaneously.


The people of England have been led, in Mesopotamia, into a trap from which it will be hard to escape with dignity and honour. They have been tricked into it by a steady withholding of information. The Baghdad communiqués are belated, insincere, incomplete. Things have been far worse than we have been told, our administration more bloody and inefficient than the public knows. It is a disgrace to our imperial record, and may soon be too inflamed for any ordinary cure. We are today not far from a disaster.

T. E. Lawrence

‘A Report on Mesopotamia’

Sunday Times, 22 August 1920
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Only those who will risk going too far can possibly find out how far one can go.

T. S. Eliot

Autumn 1981

IT’S NOT WHO our parents are that counts; it’s the things we remember about them.

My dad’s pulled me out of school as a special treat. We’ve spent the day in the arcade on Brighton pier, playing the fruit machines, and now we’re back at the Old Ship Hotel. This is where we come to have some father and son time when he’s taking a break from the pub he and Mum run in Hertfordshire.

The oak-panelled bedroom is warm and inviting. Its damask-covered sofas and chairs have a familiar smell; a musty, comforting smell. Flower-patterned curtains hang over the casement. Outside, the rain drums against the window and the waves crash on to the pebbled beach. I sit, spellbound, and stare out across the angry, beguiling ocean. This is my favourite place in the whole world.

I love spending time here with Dad. I’m eight years old and I’ll never get to know him properly, but I already know he’s a wonderful man. He’s blessed with a mix of compassion and acceptance that makes everybody love him.

Everybody, that is, except Mum. I don’t think she loves him any more. She used to, but now he makes her sad. Not because he’s nasty to her; he adores her. It’s just that he’s always gambling and it makes her cry.

So for now it’s just the two of us, father and son, sitting on the edge of the bed in our hotel room, pitched together like two volumes of the same book.

He looks down at me with a warm smile and puts his arm around my shoulders. I feel safe. I wish every day could be like this.

But as I look up at him, I see that something strange is happening. Beads of sweat are beginning to form on Dad’s forehead. He looks desperate and pained. Tension and fear are etched on his face. His eyes are fixed on the images unfolding on the TV screen in front of him.

Smoke is billowing from bombed-out houses. ARP wardens run down the street, shouting at the mothers, screaming at them to take their children to the shelter, and quickly. At the foot of St Paul’s Cathedral, a man in khaki fatigues is lying in a freezing puddle at the bottom of a shaft. He’s hugging a massive bomb, lying face to face with a monster. The young officer runs his hands cautiously beneath the beast – a thousand kilograms of steel and TNT. He finds a fuse and slowly, carefully, he begins to unscrew it.

But there’s something else. A second fuse. He hesitates . . .

Dad is squeezing my shoulder. I look up at him. His eyes are filled with torment. He’s in agony. ‘Don’t touch it,’ he pleads. ‘Don’t touch the second fuse. It’s rigged.’

He’s no longer sitting with me in this faded Georgian hotel room. He’s back in 1944. He’s somewhere else, a long way from here. His hands are shaking. His breathing is shallow and fast. He’s become part of another world. Another life. His former life.

We’re watching Danger UXB. Only, he’s not just watching it, he’s living it.

Later that night, I can hear Dad praying. ‘Dear God,’ he says, ‘make me the kind of man my son wants me to be.’ Before I go to sleep, I pray that one day I’ll be the kind of man my father is.
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Life is a storm, my young friend. You will bask in the sunlight one moment and be shattered on the rocks the next. What makes you a man is what you do when that storm comes.

Alexandre Dumas, The Count of Monte Cristo

March 2004

AS I STEP off the plane I want to kiss the ground. The cold winter air is crisp and clean – a million miles away from the bug-infested humidity of Colombia. I’ve never been so happy to see the green fields and grey skies of England.

I’m a thirty-one-year-old captain and once again I’ve been pitted against our unremitting adversary, the IRA. The Provisional IRA’s ‘Colombia Three’, at least two of whom are known to us as expert bomb-makers, have gone on the gallop. Niall Connolly, James Monaghan and Martin McCauley have been charged by the Colombian authorities with training FARC rebels in the construction of IEDs but have fled the country. I’d been deployed there as part of a defence diplomacy mission to teach the Colombian EOD operators how to outmanoeuvre them. The task has gone like clockwork and now, finally, I can go on leave and spend some time with my family. I need to be with them. Things haven’t been too good lately.

I walk into the arrivals lounge at Gatwick and I’m greeted by Lucy and our two little blonde bombshells. They’ve grown so much in the two months I’ve been away. Sophie runs across the terminal screaming ‘Daaaaaadddy!’ at the top of her voice. She jumps into my arms and I swing her upside down and blow a massive raspberry on her tummy. There are a few disapproving looks from other passengers, but I can’t help myself: hearing her giggle makes my heart melt. Lucy cradles the baby, Ella. She looks more stunning than ever, almost regal, in her long navy overcoat and pink pashmina. She’s still the most beautiful woman I know.

I remember the night we met like it was yesterday. I was on my bomb disposal course and she was at uni. She didn’t wear make-up; she was what my mother would call a natural beauty. I found her totally enchanting, not just because she was so pretty, but because she was warm and vital and clearly didn’t change her style for anybody. It took me about two minutes to realize she was the loveliest person I’d ever met, the sort of girl you instantly fall in love with.

We talked for hours. We talked about everything – about our dreams, our desires, and our disasters. She spoke with such passion; I hung on to her every word. I was smitten, locked in the mesmerizing gaze of her piercing blue eyes.

That was seven years ago. A chance encounter in a hallway. A moment in our lives when we didn’t have a care in the world. And two years later we were married.

How have I let things get so out of control?

The journey back to Oxfordshire is a congenial one, but I don’t know how long it’s going to last. As usual, we crawl around the M25, the world’s biggest car park. We swap small talk and catch up on the gossip from the camp. As we head west on the M4 Lucy’s now doing most of the talking. In fact she’s on permanent send; she’s got a lot of stuff to get off her chest. I try to keep the conversation light and neutral. I’ve only just got back. I don’t want to pile straight into another argument.

We cross the Downs and drop towards the Didcot cooling towers. There’s a build-up of storm-clouds on the horizon.

The moment we pull into the gates of our house in Vauxhall Barracks, Lucy’s mood changes. We’ve lived in this camp, opposite Didcot Power Station, for almost a year but only now do I realize that she isn’t just unhappy, she actually hates being here. Living in this place is eating away at her.

Or maybe it’s living with me.

She manages to keep it together at first, but when the kids are in bed, she turns and looks at me solemnly.

‘We need to talk.’

I know she hasn’t packed her bags, but I think I know what’s coming next.

For a moment, her face appears to soften. But it doesn’t last.

‘Chris, I need more than this. You’ve been away pretty much the whole time we’ve been together. You’ve spent more nights out of our bed than in it.’

It’s a fair one. I’ve been on near constant ops for the past six years.

‘I’ve tried,’ she says, ‘I really have, but I don’t think I can take any more. It’s not easy being married to you, Chris – the risks, the uncertainty, not knowing where you’re going or for how long. And then there’s the everyday stuff . . .’

I wish there was something I could say, something to reassure her, but I’m defenceless. I try to tell her I know it’s hard for her, that I understand how difficult it is for her, moving home every two years and dealing with the day-to-day dramas: the burst pipes, the broken washing machines, the kids being sick . . .

But it’s not enough.

‘Without you around, everything’s got to be done by me. And I hate it. I don’t want to have to cope on my own.’

Perhaps for the first time, I appreciate what she’s trying to tell me. She’s lonely. And I’ve been too wrapped up in my soldiering to see it coming. All I ever wanted to do was make her proud, get my hands dirty one last time, then settle down to a more sedentary life. I try to reassure her that everything will be OK, that we’re finally going to have a normal life. I’ve been promised a staff officer’s posting any day now and we’re going to enjoy some quality time, like a normal family. She’s just got to hang in there a bit longer.

But she’s having none of it.

For the last seven years I’ve been serving as an ATO – an ammunition technical officer – in the British Army. The term ‘ATO’ is given to the military’s ammunition and explosives specialists, although our primary role is actually Counter-Terrorist Bomb Disposal. The majority of ATOs serve at 11 EOD (Explosive Ordnance Disposal) Regiment Royal Logistics Corps in Didcot, and for the past two years I’ve been commanding Alpha Troop, the regiment’s specialist bomb disposal team, responsible for supporting airborne and seaborne assault forces as well as police tactical firearms units. It’s easily the most interesting posting I’ve had, but the constant time away from home on exercises and operations has placed a significant strain on our marriage.

‘You need to hear this, Chris,’ Lucy continues. ‘I want you to understand how I feel. You promised me you wouldn’t be going anywhere for at least another year, and all of a sudden you tell me you’re going to be deployed to the South Atlantic for six months.’

‘That was months ago. And I managed to get it changed, didn’t I?’

I’m becoming defensive. I need to cool it.

‘Yes, you did get it changed – to six weeks in Colombia. Don’t you get it, Chris? Six months, six weeks, it’s still time away from me and the girls. Have you any idea how it feels?’ She stares at me, her eyes red with tears. ‘I know it sounds pathetic, but I’ve lost count of the visits and family gatherings we’ve had to cancel at the last moment. And what about the girls? The missed birthdays. The broken promises. Do you have any idea what effect your job is having on them? They need a father, Chris.’

She’s getting more and more wound up, but I know she’s right. I’ve been a part-time dad at best. It’s a miracle I managed to make it to the births of either of our girls. Six hours after Ella was born, I deployed on an al-Qaeda arrest operation. I had to leave Sophie with friends overnight.

Lucy sits next to me. Dejected and silent. I turn to face her.

‘It’s not just the missed birthdays, is it?’ I say quietly.

She shakes her head. ‘Every single time you leave the house to go to work . . . every time you close the door behind you . . . do you have any idea how it feels for me to know that we could have kissed goodbye for the last time?’

She shifts in her seat, turns and offers me a forlorn look. I know where this is going. I resign myself to the inevitable. She’s going to tell me she wants a divorce.

She takes my hand.

‘I love you to bits,’ she says, ‘but I can’t live like this.’

My stomach lurches.

‘Promise me you’re not going away again.’

I can’t believe it. I’m in shock. She’s giving me another chance. Right now I’ll tell her whatever she wants to hear.

I take a deep breath and mentally cross my fingers.

‘I promise.’
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Sacrifice is the law of life. It runs through and governs every walk of life. We can do nothing or get nothing without paying a price for it.

Mahatma Gandhi

4 May 2004: Day 1

THE PILOT DESCENDS into Basra Palace at full speed, and within seconds we’re on the ground. The Chinook’s ramp lowers and we spill out. As we run, we’re hit by the scorching blast of the rotor engines. The heat is fearsome. As the last man leaves the chopper, the pilot is already beginning his ascent. I shield my eyes, and close my mouth to ensure I don’t get a lungful of burning sand as the Chinook roars over us and beats its way up over the Shatt al-Arab.

Within seconds it has disappeared from view.

I’m met at the HLS by Phil, one of my staff sergeants from 11 EOD. He began working for me several years ago during my first troop command; for several weeks he’s been standing in for me while I’ve been in Colombia. Phil’s in his mid-thirties and is a hard man. He has a shaved head and looks like a younger version of Bruce Willis. Originally from Cheshire, he’s fiercely loyal and very funny, and one of the best operators and most dependable senior NCOs I have ever worked with. He’s also a good mucker.

‘Welcome to Basra, the most fucked-up place on earth. How’s Didcot? And how are things with you and Lucy?’

Phil has never been one to beat around the bush.

‘Oh, you know, pretty shitty,’ I reply. ‘I got back from Colombia two months ago and promised her I wouldn’t be going away again. But instead of going straight on leave, I made the schoolboy error of nipping into the squadron to drop off some kit, and ended up getting collared by the OC to come out here. So here I am, banging out a four-monther in Iraq. I’m not exactly top of her Christmas card list right now.’

‘And they wonder why EOD stands for “everyone’s divorced”,’ he remarks bitterly. He and his wife split up last year.

We make the short walk from the HLS to the Det, and inside it’s buzzing. The Chemical Brothers are blasting out along the corridors. Raucous laughter spills out of the two crew rooms. I can sense the undercurrent of tension, but it’s a vibrant place, a place with real energy. I’ve always felt happiest when I’m in the heart of the crew out on operations, and I already know I’m going to enjoy it here.

Phil shows me around and introduces me to the blokes, then we get straight down to the handover brief.

‘First things first,’ he says. ‘You’re supposed to do a two-week acclimatization package at Shai’ba Log Base before you go on duty. Unfortunately there isn’t scope for you to do it, because I have to fly back in two days and there’s nobody else to cover in the meantime. So you’re just going to have to acclimatize on the job, I’m afraid.’

Outside, it’s fifty degrees in the midday sun. But hey, shit happens.

‘Secondly, young Nick here, from the brigade’s intelligence section, has put together a PowerPoint presentation for you on the current intelligence situation in Basra.’

It’s standard operating procedure to get an up-to-date int brief whenever any new members join the team. A couple of the lads sit down and listen in too as Nick flashes up a detailed map and gets straight into the meat of it.

‘Basra is the capital city of the al-Basra Governorate. It’s located on the western banks of the Shatt al-Arab waterway in the south-east, and is the country’s second city, with a population of approximately one point four million inhabitants . . .’

He’s given this part of the brief so many times he’s on autopilot.

He goes on to explain each part of the city in detail.

‘Moving north-west, this is Old Basra, Qadimah, home of the thieves’ market, where just about anything is on sale, from baby powder to RPG rounds. The souk is a tight-knit community, so the arms dealers rarely end up getting caught. It’s also more densely packed than Del Trotter’s lock-up, so surge operations are no picnic. ‘The Five Mile Market is not much better. It’s a major choke-point in the mornings and after about sixteen hundred hours . . .’

I hoover up every detail as Nick flicks his laser dot from location to location.

Eventually he gets to the part I’ve been waiting for – the insurgent threat. He tells us about the four separate groupings. The first consists of the disaffected, criminal and tribal elements. The second, the Shia Militants, are the bad-boy lunatics who run Basra and, crucially, the Iraqi Police Service. Then there are the Sunni Former Regime Elements – Saddam’s mates – and finally the international Jihadists, foreign fighters aligned closely with al-Qaeda’s Zarqawi network.

He goes on to describe the various types of attack. Rocket and mortar attacks are pretty much daily affairs, but small-arms and RPG attacks are even more common. For sheer devastation, though, improvised explosive devices (IEDs) win out every time.

An hour passes, and Nick fires up the final questions slide.

‘So, gentlemen, in a nutshell, that is Basra.’

Rob Powell, one of the newer members of the team, nudges me. ‘So, gentlemen, in a nutshell, we’re all fucked,’ he whispers.

He has a point. I can’t see me bringing the family here on an all-inclusive any time soon.

Phil and I resume the handover and moments later a double-tasking comes in: the team has been tasked to an explosion, and a company commander from the Cheshires has requested ATO support for an imminent surge operation. Normally we’d prioritize the taskings, but as there’s two of us it makes sense to split. We agree that I’ll cover the Cheshires’ task.

I’ve been travelling for thirty hours and in the Det for a matter of minutes. Now I’m about to deploy straight out on task. It doesn’t get much better than this. This is the business. It’s what I love about our job: we get to enjoy the best of both worlds. We may be technical officers, but we’re soldiers first and foremost and we’re frequently called to support the infantry on jobs like this when there’s a chance that ammunition or explosives may be found.

‘Fuck me, you’re in for some fun,’ Phil says.

He’s not wrong.

An hour later I’m standing in a fortified coalition base near the Qadimah souk. The team whisked me across the city on their way to the explosion and now I’m stood dwarfed by the 20-foot-high sand barriers and concrete blast walls shielding us from the outside world. At the end of each stretch of the wall, an austere watchtower, dark and brooding, looms over us like a sentinel waiting for war. Outside, the warm desert air is heavily perfumed with the stench of shit and decaying rubbish.

The camp is bustling with activity. Worn-out soldiers are busy preparing for the next mission. Their tanned faces and weather-beaten combats tell me all I need to know about their operational tempo.

I think ruefully of my promise to Lucy, but the truth is, I feel exhilarated. I should have been able to suppress my adolescent desire for danger and uncertainty by now, but it’s no good. All I want to do is get out there and see some action.

I’m met by the company commander, a stocky, grey-haired major.

‘So, you’re the bomb disposal chap. Royal Engineers?’

This isn’t a good start. Apart from the fact that I don’t really like his condescending manner, he’s requested ATO support without appearing to have a clue what it is. I’ve lost count of the number of times infantry officers have asked me if I’m a Royal Engineer. I take a deep breath and try to mask my irritation.

‘I’m an ATO, an ammunition technical officer. All counter-terrorist bomb disposal is carried out by ATOs. We’re Royal Logistic Corps.’

I’m not normally anal enough for something like this to bother me, but the alarm bells are ringing. Most infantry officers cut their teeth in Northern Ireland, where they work closely with ATOs. If this guy doesn’t know who we are, it means he’s not served in NI, which means he’s got fuck all experience when it comes to counter-insurgency. And I don’t want to go out on the ground with some numpty who talks a good battle but has actually spent his whole career behind a desk.

‘Of course, I’ve heard of you guys. You’re the ones they used to call Felix in Northern Ireland – the boys with nine lives.’

Fuck me. It’s astonishing. I take it all back.

We exchange a bit of polite small talk then the major briefs me on the weapons market operation. He runs through his plan as if we’re just two regular blokes chatting over a pint.

‘I’ll cut to the chase,’ he says. ‘The IEDs we’re being hit with are put together from components sold at the souk. The brigade commander wants something done about it, and sharpish. So we’re going to disrupt the distribution of IEDs in southern Iraq by conducting an aggressive raid on the thieves’ market.’

I’ve completely misjudged this character. He really does know his onions.

We talk tactics and procedures and he fires a stream of questions at me about IEDs. I explain how, after the war, Iraqi insurgents began arming themselves. There were more than a hundred major arsenals and literally thousands of ammunition dumps dotted around the country, all of which contained vast quantities of high-grade explosives. Somehow these were left unsecured by the coalition forces after the war.

The insurgents thought all their Christmases had come at once. In just twelve months they’d surpassed the level of bomb-making ability achieved by the IRA in thirty years. In Iraq there were over two thousand IED attacks a month, using every type of electronic gizmo imaginable, including car alarms, wireless door bells, cell phones, pagers and encrypted GMRS radios. Global Jihadists from Chechnya, Afghanistan, the Balkans and the Middle East were sharing technologies, tactics and procedures at a lightning-fast pace, via the internet, terrorist training camps and CD-ROM. The IED became one of the most dangerous and effective weapon systems we’d ever faced, and the insurgents’ weapon of choice.

Blokes are running around like maniacs doing their last-minute checks and tests. The lads are stuffing magazines and grenades into every available inch of their webbing, leaving behind bayonets, night vision goggles and any other crap they’re not going to need for a daylight arrest op. The company sergeant major has told everybody to mark their zap numbers (a soldier’s personal identification number) on the front of their body armour and carry their morphine in their right map pocket. That way, everyone knows where it is if things go tits up.

We’re going to be hitting the market from three different directions, blocking off any escape routes in the process and arresting all the city’s arms traders in a oner. It’s a bold plan. I’m just a new kid on this particular block, but even with my limited time in-country I have doubts about our ability to pull it off. We’ll be going in with about twenty vehicles so the moment we leave the camp, Haji is bound to be straight on his mobile, telling the terrorist head-sheds that an op is about to go down. For a moment I picture us having a Black Hawk Down moment – our lightly armoured vehicles weaving through a warren of narrow, dusty streets, being hammered from the rooftops by insurgents bristling with RPGs and automatic weapons.

But it doesn’t happen like that.

We scream down stone-vaulted streets and into Basra’s stolen goods emporium without a shot being fired. The tight mass of shop fronts are crammed up against the road, bustling with shoppers. The souk is a kaleidoscope of colour, noise and chaos. Salesmen sit cross-legged next to piles of household tat, office furniture and stacks of copper chiselled from downed electricity pylons. Further along, we pass stalls selling vegetables, meat, bread, you name it. As we debus, my senses are assaulted by a myriad of different odours: the sweet smell of incense and spice, the stench of fly-infested fish and meat, sewerage, and donkey shit.

The dark, bearded traders gaze at us impassively.

Minutes later I’m stood with my back up against a wall, attached to an infantry section. Our weapons cover every arc – forwards, backwards and out to the flanks. I’m the last man in the team, so I’m covering the rear; the guy in front of me covers the windows above us. We patrol forwards, hugging the walls. If anybody decides to have a pop, they’re going to have to lean out to take the shot; and if they do that, they’re going to get a good brassing up.

At thirty-one, I feel like the old man in the patrol. I joined up when I was sixteen, but I still love the buzz of live operations. The rest of the lads are all in their late teens or early twenties. There’s a blatant look of terror in their young faces, and to a man they are all breathing out of their arses. They’re not unfit; their panting is the product of stress and fear.

We push through a series of narrow passageways and a dark tunnel right into the heart of the teeming souk. It’s a frenetic place, chocker with people. It sells everything the black market has to offer. If you have the greenbacks, you can buy pretty much whatever you want. But something’s not right. There are empty pitches in the market, and it’s obvious they’ve only just been vacated. We’d expected to see piles of bullets, handguns and Kalashnikovs, all laid out carefully next to grenades and machine guns. But there’s nothing.

The fuckers have been tipped off. They’ve managed to pack up and sod off, all in the space of the ten-minute window between us driving out of camp and arriving here. This isn’t quite the way I’d expected things to pan out. I’d hoped we were going to go in with speed, aggression and surprise. Perhaps have a covert surveillance capability on the ground to cue us on to any targets, and an outer cordon to stop any runners. These boys are pros. This is a slick operation. We’ve been seen off.

One of our interpreters is busy interrogating a local when out of the blue he turns and points to a man running across the roof of one of the houses behind us. He’s going bananas, waving his arms like a madman. His eyes widen and he begins yelling furiously at us to capture the bad guy. ‘He’s Basra’s main arms dealer!’ he shouts. ‘Don’t let him escape!’

The arms dealer turns on the spot, cradling his AK-47, and jumps from one roof to the next. Unbelievable. He’s like fucking Spiderman.

And with that the place goes kinetic. People shout, troops take up fire positions, everything suddenly becomes serious. The shooting will start any second. The trouble is, the place is full of civvies – women, children, the whole shebang.

The section I’m with stacks up in a line, and on the section commander’s ‘Go!’ we charge through an archway and into a labyrinth of near identical passageways. We’re chasing the terrorist, one after the other, without a plan and not having a clue where we’re going. We’re running through people’s houses and yards, through living rooms and up and down flights of stairs. It’s like something out of The Benny Hill Show. It’s outrageous. But I’ve never experienced a rush like it. The hairs on the back of my neck are standing on end. This is it. We’re in one of the most hostile areas in Basra and things are about to go noisy. It feels good. I feel alive.

We pile through dozens of two-storey shacks, to a chorus of screams from the families whose homes we’re invading. And then we come to an enclosed courtyard.

We are at a dead end.

After a moment’s impasse, two of us scale the wall and there in front of us, at the top of another set of stairs, is our quarry. We order him to stay where he is, but he takes off again. We split, and I chase the terrorist up the stairs. In the few seconds it takes me to get to the top, he vanishes. He has to be somewhere close, but I’m damned if I can see him.

Just then, two other troops appear on the top of an adjacent building. It’s good to see some friendly forces. I give them the nod and walk slowly forwards, my pistol in the aim.

I reach the edge of the roof. There’s a 6-foot gap and a 20-foot drop between me and the next house. Under normal circumstances it might not be a drama – if you ever contemplate jumping from one roof to another under normal circumstances – but I’m wearing a Bergen brimming with heavy EOD kit.

Fuck it. The adrenalin is coursing through my veins. I take a Buster Keaton-style run and jump and somehow make it across the gap.

What am I thinking?

Then, from the middle of nowhere, he appears again. He can’t be more than 10 feet away from me. I draw my Sig back into the aim and fix him in my sights. This is surreal. I’ve been in the country fewer than six hours and here I am about to top a terrorist. I go into tunnel vision mode; the two troopers do the same. We bark orders at him in unison. He’s not happy. He looks like a fox that’s just run slap bang into a whole lot of hounds.

Then I have a worrying, irrational thought: what if he’s a suicide bomber? Ten per cent of all suicide bombings kick off because the bomber’s been cornered or compromised. But this maniac isn’t wearing the intense, fanatical expression I’d expect to see on a suicide bomber who’s about to throw the switch. He’s shitting himself. He definitely isn’t planning on meeting up with seventy-two virgins today.

His expression suddenly changes. He starts to relax. He’s going to make a move . . . but what’s he going to do? If he raises his AK, we’ll give him the good news there and then. And he knows it. He’d have to be insane to try to take us on.

He looks me straight in the eye and grins. And then he steps back and drops through an open skylight into the house below.

We’ve lost him.
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A pint of sweat saves a gallon of blood.

General George Smith Patton

7 May 2004: Day 4

I SIT OUTSIDE the Det, basking in the heat of the fierce desert sun, drinking iced tea and thinking about home. Fishermen idle away the morning, casting their rods into the Shatt al-Arab from its palm-fringed banks. An impassioned call to prayer rings out from the tower of a nearby mosque. Its cadences are mystical and hypnotic.

The fragile tranquillity is elbowed aside by a flurry of activity. We’ve received a tasking message. This is my fourth task in as many days. The atmosphere is thick with anticipation. Dan, my number two, shouts over to me, ‘Boss, it’s an IED shout. I’ll brief you on the way.’

I grab my kit and head for the team vehicles. There are people everywhere, shrugging on their CBA and Kevlar helmets. Weapons are being loaded, radios checked, ECM switched on, goggles fitted, engines fired. Everyone is running through their last-minute mental lists, triple-checking weapons, rehearsing actions-on. We mount our vehicles, adrenalin pumping, and embrace the uncertainty that lies ahead.

Rob Powell, one of our infantry escorts, runs through the route. Every time we leave the safety of our base here in Saddam’s palace we take a different one. Every routine is logged by hostiles. There’s always someone watching, waiting for us to drop our guard. This is a highly sophisticated, state-sponsored guerrilla war. Our enemies have people on the ground, and instant comms. If we set patterns they’ll be noted, and a roadside bomb will be lying in wait next time.

Ten minutes later, blues and twos flashing, our convoy pulls out of the gates and into the bustling city. Our mood changes as soon as we leave the shelter of the camp. We flick the switch from full-off to full-on. Alert . . . weapons in the aim and ready to react.

The first thing you notice about the city is its stomach-turning smell. Rubbish and excrement fester on every corner. The city’s sewers have been blocked for months. We drive fast through the sprawling mass of flat, sand-coloured homes, public monuments and seventies-style concrete apartment blocks. Soon we’re weaving our way through the back streets. The place is teeming with donkey carts, trucks, taxis, pedestrians, market stalls. We take in every feature we pass. Everything simmers with unease.

Twenty minutes later we finally break out into the desert. I see the airport – the home of our Divisional HQ – on the horizon.

As we race towards the incident, my mind flashes back to my ATO course at the Felix Centre – the UK Counter-Terrorist Bomb Disposal School. I loved my time there. It’s considered to be the foremost authority on IEDD in the world. We learned about every type of terrorist device imaginable; we were taught, in meticulous detail, all the phases of an IED task from arrival through to completion; and most importantly, we learned how to defeat devices using remote, semi-remote and manual IED techniques.

I run through the day one, week one basics: the need for caution and vigilance when approaching the area; the risk of gunmen lying in wait to ambush the vehicles; what type of device I’m going to be facing when I get there. Where it is, what time it was laid, how long the area’s been secured, what else was seen and heard. I also think about our greatest enemy of all: concealed secondary devices, hidden bombs specifically designed to kill us at any stage during the task. They might be on the cordon position, on the route to the device, or in its immediate vicinity. Whether a bomber places a secondary or not, the risk of it is always there, preying on your mind.

I try never to think about failure, whether or not I’ll come away with life and limbs intact. As far as I’m concerned, survival is a given.

I allow myself a brief moment to picture my family, safely back at home in Oxfordshire, far away from the ruthless men who have become my adversaries. And I remember the phone call with Lucy last night. Not a good one. She seemed irritable and uninterested, as though my getting in touch had in some way inconvenienced her. It seems to have become the norm, these days . . .

We are at the cordon. Now there is only the task in hand.

We locate the ICP, park the two Duros to form a protected V and drop the blast skirts to prevent explosive debris shooting underneath the vehicle. The Snatch pulls in across the back of us to close the triangle.

The heat is intense, and the desert is almost bare. We can see, and be seen, for miles. Any movement in the open can be observed by the enemy. It’s every sniper’s dream – a gift of a shot.

A crowd has formed at the edge of the cordon. Setting up a cordon is a simple affair. You start by tying a piece of white plastic mine tape – similar to police tape – across the road. The real difficulty lies in controlling it. A few young soldiers facing an angry crowd with nothing more than a piece of 2-inch-thick plastic tape to separate them can be an intimidating experience. And the Iraqi collapse has flooded the region with unemployed young men, most of them angry, jobless and humiliated. One of them shouts at me, ‘When? When go? Why no dead yet? Your luck – no last for ever.’ There is hatred in his eyes.

I locate the cordon commander, a young RAF flight lieutenant, and fire a barrage of questions at him. The IED is 250 metres away and consists of an unfired salvo of Iranian 107mm rockets on an improvised timer circuit. Nobody has approached closer than 50 metres, and the ground between us and the IED is impassable to vehicles. I’m going to have to make the approach on foot, in the suffocating heat of the midday sun.

I get on the radio and request a high-risk search team from the Royal Engineers to carry out a perimeter search for additional devices. The last thing I want to do is neutralize the main device then be blown to bits by a hidden command-wire IED. I’m told by Brigade HQ that no search teams are available. I ask for a heli to provide aerial top cover. I’m fobbed off. There’s a shortage of airframes and it’s too hot to fly. This op is beginning to get up my nose.

To top it all, the ditches and mounds of earth that surround the device won’t allow me to send in my wheelbarrow robot. The barrow is a 3-foot-high, 300kg tracked vehicle that travels at a speed of up to 6 mph, and has an extendable robotic arm mounted on the chassis which can be fitted with a wide selection of disruptor weapons. It’s saved hundreds and thousands of lives.

Instead of inspecting the device remotely – diagnosing its type, size and construction – and then attacking it from a safe distance, I’m going to have to go in myself. Things have not got off to a good start.

I fight back feelings of futility. I’m going to have to do what I can. Lives depend on me – in this case, the thousand or so people living and working at Basra Air Station, where this deadly salvo is headed. I want to let the device soak, to leave it well alone until I am certain the timer has completely run down, but I can’t. I can’t risk the rockets launching. The results would be catastrophic. Each one of the 4-foot-long projectiles would scream towards its predetermined target at twice the speed of sound. Those on the receiving end wouldn’t know they were being attacked until the second before the strike. As each rocket landed, the high-explosive warhead would detonate on impact and fragment into 1,200 supersonic shards of molten metal. The glass windows in every structure within 200 metres would implode in an instant, turning any exposed personnel into human colanders.

I have no choice.

I brief the team and prepare to face the task ahead. My pulse is racing, every sense on full alert. I have to keep my wits about me. I have to maintain a healthy measure of paranoia. No matter how much faith I have in my equipment and skills, at some stage my time, and luck, is going to run out. Right now, it looks like both are slipping away.

I say a quick prayer to myself. The one every bomb tech says before he goes forward. If fate is against me and I’m killed, so be it, but make it quick and painless. If I’m wounded, don’t let me be crippled. But above all, don’t let me fuck up the task.

The team has sprung into action around me. Rob is organizing the infantry escorts, placing them in fire positions and barking commands. He’s in his element. A redoubtable Welshman, he looks like a stockier version of Jack Dee, and has the same dry sense of humour. Rob’s a part-time soldier who spent fifteen years in the regulars and now owns his own close protection company. He’s been called up for service in Iraq and is losing a fortune by being here, but he loves the job and is worth ten regulars.

Scotty, my electronic counter-measures operator – affectionately known as a ‘bleep’ – sits in his wagon carrying out an electronic sweep of the area. At thirty-eight he’s the oldest member of the team, but despite his greying hair, he is, irritatingly, a Brad Pitt lookalike, and has the physique of one of those gits in the Diet Coke ad. Although he’s only attached to us for a couple of weeks the lads love having him on the team because there’s a constant stream of women flowing past the Det whenever he’s around.

Dan gathers the working equipment I’m going to need: my ECM set, a mini disruptor (designed to destroy the timing and firing mechanism of the device before it can launch the rockets), my personal role radio (through which I’m going to give a commentary to my team), and a bagful of hand-held tools, including some search kit and a hook-and-line set.

Despite the fact that he’s the number two, and thus the de facto second-in-command, Dan doesn’t say much. But he is, as ever, smiling and cheerful. He seems to derive a huge amount of satisfaction from predicting exactly what kit I’ll require for each task. So far he’s been bang on every time. He’s the essence of unquestioning dependability. He’s already a superb number two, and as soon as he’s promoted to sergeant he’ll be eligible to train as a Number 1 IEDD operator. He’ll be outstanding.

I decide I’m not going to wear the protective bomb suit. The cumbersome armour is made up of layers of Kevlar and weighs 80lb. It’s 40°C in the shade today and if I wear it I’ll probably die from heat exhaustion before I get anywhere near the bomb. And besides, if the device explodes when I’m on top of it, the shockwave will tear the limbs from my torso and kill me instantly whatever I’ve got on. I choose the lighter, general-issue combat body armour and Kevlar helmet instead, but frankly, I might as well be wearing a T-shirt and shorts.

Dan hands over my equipment and I prepare to take the long walk. Two hundred and fifty metres. It doesn’t sound far, but I am carrying 90lb of equipment, the sun is already starting to fry my brain, and the ground is difficult and uneven underfoot. Each footstep is laboured. Sweat pours off me as I shuffle under the fearsome midday sun. It feels like 250 miles.

RAF Regiment troops have taken up fire positions at each end of this barren wasteland, ready to retaliate should a sniper be lying in wait. Apart from the village behind me and Divisional Headquarters on the horizon to my front, there is nothing but featureless terrain as far as the eye can see.

I try to regulate my breathing. To get my pulse down. I inhale deeply through my nose and exhale slowly through my mouth. But my heart is racing. This is taking for ever. I’ve only travelled 100 metres and I am physically drained; and however much I try to convince myself that I am not in danger, I know I can’t take anything for granted. I’m saturated with sweat and mentally fried, and I’m not even halfway to the device.

I feel a sharp tug. The twin-flex firing cable snaking out of my carrying case has snagged on a rock. It’s a pain having to trail it all the way to the device, but it’s a necessary evil – I need it to fire off my EOD weapon. Dan is already jinking it free. He gives me the thumbs up and I move on.

The heat is brutal.

I go over the threat assessment repeatedly in my mind. I wonder which of the three types of IED it will be: time, command or victim operated. Perhaps it will be all three.

Twenty metres short, I carefully set down my equipment, get down on my stomach and prepare to search for tripwires and buried pressure IEDs. Even the smallest device can be powerful enough to blow a man’s leg into his stomach and blind him with the shrapnel of his own bone fragments.

I’m halfway there. I’m crawling on my belt-buckle, scanning the ground for any hint of disturbed earth, the tip of a plastic box, a piece of fishing line . . . I remember the life-saving phrase from training – look for absence of the normal and presence of the abnormal. In this job, Murphy’s Law rules. Always expect the unexpected.

I slide my tripwire-feeler gingerly forwards. I move the foot-long telescopic rod close to the earth, but not touching it. I focus on its tip. Everything else becomes a blur. I raise it an inch, then two, until eventually I am standing. I am totally oblivious to outside sounds now. I move the feeler left . . . slowly . . . then right . . .

No tripwires. I lay the rod down and begin searching the ground beneath this virtual 3D box. I use a small metal detector to locate pressure-plate devices. It’s painfully slow, laborious work. I am up against the clock, but I have to clear this safe route first. Even if there is no secondary, I have to assume the bomber is watching me. Tracking my procedures. If he sees me run straight up to the device, the next time he’ll place a secondary for sure.

Sweat is pouring off me, running into my eyes, stinging them. My pulse is racing. I search with my fingertips, stone by stone, inch by inch, before crawling forward half a metre and then repeating the whole process.

The crowd behind the cordon is getting more and more hostile; their low murmurs have turned to shouts. The insurgents will almost certainly be preparing an attack. We’ve got to get off the ground. My mouth is dry. My movements are becoming slower and slower. I feel like I’ve been drugged, like I’m in a trance. It takes a deliberate effort to clear my head, to refocus on the task in hand.

I’m finally at the objective.

My eyes are drawn to the crude TPU, the timing and power unit: a 14-volt motorcycle battery with a mechanical timer on top, attached to the four rockets by a series of interconnecting red and white wires. Beads of sweat crawl across the back of my neck. I swallow hard. The timer is on its final graticule. There is one minute left.

But it’s stuck fast.

Fate may be on my side today, but I know it could start again at any moment. The slightest movement could still free it. I anticipate the blinding flash as the four rockets engulf me in the white-hot back-blast of their launch.

I have to break the circuit. But I can’t cut into it by hand, because I can’t see everything I need to see. Normally, I’d cut the wire to the power supply – job jobbed. But if there’s a hidden collapsing circuit, cutting the power will activate the relay. I’ll be killed instantly.

I’m going to go with the lesser of the two evils. I’ll place a scalpel weapon and fire it from the safety of the ICP.

I study what I can see of the circuit and choose my precise target. I edge the weapon up to the wire leading to the battery’s positive terminal. My hand is trembling. My stomach lurches. I tell myself to keep going . . . And then the scalpel is in place. I wipe the sweat from my eyes and make my way, light-headed, back to the ICP.

I strain to look at my watch. I’ve been on the ground for thirty minutes. The midday sun has now got me by the throat. I am dizzy, nauseous. One hundred metres to go . . . 50 . . . 20 . . . Dan sees me stumble and runs out of the ICP to help. He brings me cold water. I gulp it down. I want to stop myself from puking, but I’m powerless. My stomach begins to cramp up, I feel the bile rising in my throat and I begin to vomit, uncontrollably. I stagger back to the ICP, stopping every few steps to throw up, my legs giving way below me. Dan somehow keeps me on my feet.

For the first time
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