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            Author’s Note

         

         Reporting restrictions imposed by the Independent Inquiry Relating to Afghanistan, in addition to the UK custom of respecting the anonymity of those who served in United Kingdom Special Forces (UKSF), necessitate the use of pseudonyms throughout the book. Reference is also made to individuals’ ‘N code’ numbers, which were assigned by service police on Operation Northmoor and were later adopted by the inquiry.

         The High Court hearings began, in late 2023, with the testimonies of witnesses who appeared in open session, which were broadcast live on the inquiry’s YouTube channel. Following a succession of SBS witness testimonies provided in closed session being released, eventually, in 2026, the transcripts featuring Special Air Service (SAS) witnesses were shared on the inquiry’s website.

         In June 2026, the inquiry lifted the restriction order preventing references to the SAS and the Special Boat Service (SBS) in relation to the investigation. Previously, it had been necessary to use the ciphers UKSF1 and UKSF3, respectively.

         Ahead of publication, this manuscript was submitted to the inquiry and to the independent Defence and Security Media Advisory xivCommittee (DSMA) to prevent inadvertent disclosure of classified information that would improve an adversary’s knowledge of UK military plans, current operations and capabilities. I am particularly grateful to the staff in the DSMA secretariat.
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            Introduction

         

         The Special Air Service (SAS), the jewel in the crown of Britain’s armed forces, is engaged in a fight for its survival. The regiment faces the biggest threat to its existence, or at the very least to its operational independence, since its re-formation as the Artist Rifles in 1947, having been disbanded at the end of the Second World War. At this time of grave uncertainty around national security, the fracturing of trusted alliances – particularly the so-called special relationship between the United Kingdom and the United States – and the return of warfare to Europe, the UK government and legal system appear determined to imperil the regiment of which most will be expected in any future conflict.

         The imposition of unprecedented legal and parliamentary interference, a death knell for operational effectiveness according to its officers – suppressing the creativity and ingenuity that characterises the SAS – hangs like the sword of Damocles over the most celebrated and respected regiment this country has ever raised. In the aftermath of ongoing legal inquiries, one of the SAS sabre squadrons could face disbandment. Its soldiers face criminal charges based 2on the retrospective application of human rights law to operations undertaken in invidious circumstances not of their own making.

         In its hour of need, the SAS has no more loyal supporter than the Prince of Wales. In 2025, the heir to the throne was invited to become patron of the Special Air Service Regimental Association. His acceptance was a most welcome and timely show of support for its soldiers.

         The regiment finds itself at the centre of the Independent Inquiry Relating to Afghanistan, a judge-led High Court examination of allegations that British troops committed extrajudicial killings (EJKs) in that country and that the resulting Royal Military Police (RMP) investigation into the allegations failed to meet statutory standards. While, in my view, the charges are essentially correct, the fact that the killings occurred and evidence was covered up is only part of the story. The how and the why are worthy of deeper exploration.

         For many years, individuals involved in deliberate detention operations that resulted in those killings have been labelled as war criminals. SAS soldiers have been castigated as child-murdering maniacs by mainstream media organisations. Such descriptions represent a distortion of the realities of the UK campaign in Afghanistan. As you will read, those individuals faced choosing between permitting their enemies to target their colleagues or eliminating their adversaries in circumstances outside their rules of engagement (ROE).

         UK government policy dictated that members of the Taliban’s improvised explosive device (IED) networks should be released from captivity within four days, or ninety-six hours, of their arrest. Those bomb-makers and facilitators – responsible for acquiring IED components – were essentially freed by the British Establishment to blow up British soldiers and Afghan civilians. They declined to carry 3weapons and therefore could not could not be engaged legally, as they did not pose an immediate threat. Those policy decisions represented the prioritisation of the enemy’s human rights over the lives of our soldiers and Afghan locals. In those circumstances it was not unexpected that UK personnel adopted a frontier-justice approach.

         I would also invite readers to consider the psychological demands of conducting high-tempo Special Forces operations over extended periods. In the War on Terror years, the British ran hotter than anyone else. In Iraq, their tours of duty were twice the length of US Special Operations Forces. (I should add that I do not regard the actions of British and Australian Special Forces in Afghanistan as analogous.) While there were tragedies, no evidence has emerged to indicate any UKSF personnel acted in a gratuitous manner.

         Based on first-hand accounts, including the only interview with anyone who pulled the trigger during these events, Blades challenges the assumption that those participants alone should shoulder the burden of responsibility.

         The British Establishment narrowed the legal parameters within which personnel were expected to operate, imposing every imaginable restriction upon those they tasked with eliminating the Taliban’s IED networks. The state set the conditions for their agents and then, for more than a decade, covered up those shootings. The biggest-ever military police investigation was sabotaged from within, and High Court hearings were misled, repeatedly. At the conclusion to the Independent Inquiry Relating to Afghanistan, whoever is Prime Minister will likely confirm those inconvenient truths to the House of Commons. The inquiry may also trigger another murder investigation, this time by the Metropolitan Police or another civilian constabulary.

         Blades is based on the account of ‘Trooper Wayne Hopkins’; 4extensive interviews with other personnel; and discussions with diplomats, senior officers, ministers and defence officials. The inquiry has released a trove of documents, including witness statements, operational summaries, emails and policy logs. I intend to update this account, legal and criminal proceedings permitting. Many questions remain unanswered and more information will emerge than has already been released.

         In telling this story I have sought to speak for those who are unable to speak for themselves. I have not sought to take sides in the internecine conflict involving Special Forces units. Nor do any personal thoughts reflect editorial positions held by the Daily Mail, where I remain defence and diplomacy editor.

         
             

         

         Mark Nicol

         London, September 2026
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            The Dead of Night

         

         WINTER TOUR 2010–2011
KANDAHAR AIRFIELD, AFGHANISTAN

         Wayne Hopkins strode up the helicopter’s rear ramp, through the vapour of aviation gas emitted by its turboshaft engines, and stomped down the helicopter’s centre aisle. Amid the mechanical din, he pulled down a crash-resistant seat, sat down and rested a rifle against his leg.

         As Wayne deposited his chest rig, more heavily laden soldiers clambered aboard, backs bent beneath the lifter’s low ceiling. Wayne clocked rookie Isaac Rautini and Team Leader Cal Rossi fitting earplugs and adjusting body armour. Wayne was closer to Cal’s age, but the TL (team leader) had badged long before. Hence Cal’s seniority. Rautini had passed the ‘hills and trees’ phases of Special Forces Selection but was yet to complete continuation training.

         Wayne gazed through a porthole, Kandahar Airfield’s orange lights appearing blurry against the night sky. He had been manhunting nocturnally for weeks. The timing and tempo of operations were gruelling. That night’s mission was personal. Task Force 196 6had received intelligence that suicide bombers intended to hit a remote British base in Helmand Province disguised as Afghan policemen, wearing explosive devices beneath their uniforms. A relative of Wayne’s was stationed there. In his mind’s eye, Wayne saw insurgents clacking themselves off (detonating explosives on their person) and its inhabitants being ripped apart.

         That night, his orders were ‘kill or capture’ – that way around, leaving no doubt what outcome he was expected to deliver. According to Wayne, his Subunit 1A commander, Major Hugo Summerton (N1141), never said ‘capture or kill’ in briefings on deliberate detention operations.

         Communications checks completed, the remaining soldiers emplaned, stepping over a machine gun mounted on the tailgate. Additional miniguns had been fitted elsewhere, should the helicopter land or extract under fire.

         Meanwhile, in a mudbrick compound somewhere across the provincial border, insurgents were completing preparations for the devastating attack they intended to launch the following morning, piecing together suicide improvised explosive devices (SIEDs) and shaving their bodies. By tradition, devout Muslims wash the skin and shave the pubic hair of the dead to show devotion to personal purity. This symbolic practice was being observed by the Pashtun jihadists, to ensure cleanliness when they detonated their devices and – they were convinced – entered heaven. Al Qaeda-inspired suicide missions had radicalised the insurgency, but they were less common in Afghanistan than Iraq. Over the border in Pakistan, the Taliban were indoctrinating boys as young as nine into becoming suicide bombers at camps in the Swat Valley and South Waziristan. To ensure their devotion to the cause, they were forced 7to watch videos of Western atrocities conducted across the Muslim world.

         In Wayne’s helicopter, RAF pilots received clearance for take-off. The bigger transport helicopter would catch up with the slower helicopter gunships in flight. The fuselage vibrated and the pitch of the engine rose. Lifter 1 ascended into the night sky. As the helicopter banked over Kandahar Airfield (KAF), Wayne’s colleagues peered out of the rear ramp at the US combat jets and cargo planes and Soviet Mi-17 helicopters belonging to the Afghan air force, positioned alongside the two-mile runway. As the helicopter continued to climb into the night sky, ten square miles of military metropolis drifted from view, replaced by an aerial view of the city of Kandahar, the Taliban’s spiritual home, its lights glistening like candles, hundreds of feet below. Then there was darkness.

         The absence of ambient light meant that the lifters transporting Subunit 1A were cruising over inhospitable desert plains. They were entering Helmand Province. Like many Blades, as the soldiers called themselves, Wayne had already completed a gruelling six-month tour there with a regular unit before attempting UKSF Selection.

         In flight, RAF aircrew paced the aisle flashing glow-in-the-dark whiteboards showing the time to the landing site. Ten minutes. Five minutes. Wayne remained slumped in his seat, his eyes closing. Meanwhile, his weary colleagues adjusted their night-vision goggles (NVGs), which protruded from their helmets. Feeling a heavy jolt, Wayne realised they were descending. He released his seatbelt but remained where he was. Sudden drops in altitude and speed tended to send anyone standing up crashing into their colleagues.

         Moments later the helicopters swooped down over irrigation 8ditches and mud walls, landing within moments of each other, tail-first amid waves of dust and the roar of engines going into reverse thrust. Wayne joined the queue to disembark and descended the rear ramp. Reunited, soldiers from Subunit 1A formed a circular cordon around the helicopters, each man crouching to scan the moonlit terrain for suspicious movement.

         The helicopters quickly ascended, leaving the soldiers alone beneath a canopy of stars, which illuminated the rough terrain. Callsign commanders conducted radio checks and received confirmation from the operations room at SFHQ(A) of the ‘slant’ – the number of men, women and children, or Bravos, Echoes and Kilos in military terminology – identified by aerial surveillance assets as being present at the target area. Subunit 1A completed the remainder of their journey on foot. By necessity, landing on the Y was followed by a lengthy walk-in to retain the element of surprise – the distance determined by calculating how far the noise of the helicopters would carry on the wind that night. Landing on the X – dropping onto the target area – was less strenuous, but it eliminated the element of surprise, thereby increasing the likelihood of a hostile reception.

         Everyone set off towards the first waypoint, treading carefully over the dry, dimly lit ground. Grid references for each rendezvous had been uploaded onto GPS devices worn on the Blades’ wrists. Eventually they were joined by other UK personnel, including others from the Special Forces, who cordoned off target areas, and Royal Military Police officers, including females whose role was to protect Afghan women and children while their homes were searched for evidence of insurgent activity. Their security was sacrosanct. 9

         Wayne could march for hours. Progress through the rendezvous chain towards the forming-up point was serene. If they had heard drones or aircraft on the walk in, then chances were any Taliban spotters deployed in their locality would have too. On reaching the target area, supporting personnel flanked left and right to cordon the target area and prevent any Bravos squirting from the compounds. Everyone was in place.

         Wayne and Cal set off towards a building, their pace quickening, NVGs activated and Diemaco automatic rifles pulled tight into their shoulders. Wayne lived for those moments when he felt he was traversing a razor’s edge between excitement and fear. Cal nodded and Wayne shuffled inside, stepping lightly in boots that were closer to soft-soled climbing shoes than traditional army footwear. The air was thick with dust. The aroma of sweat filled their nostrils. Wayne crept towards an open doorway, where he paused, his forefinger curved around the trigger. Amid the stillness and tension, he heard grunting. He listened again before tiptoeing around the corner.

         There they were: Afghan males in slumber, oblivious to his presence. Scanning the floor, where mats and blankets were scattered, Wayne saw hillocks of black hair: proof that the sleeping Bravos had recently observed the jihadist’s rite of passage. Through his NVGs, he adjusted his gaze. Hanging on a wall was a belt with straps, pouches and wires: proof they were equipped to blow up his relative’s base. Their police uniforms were there too.

         Then came the moment of reckoning. According to Wayne, the Taliban had christened the SAS ‘the Devils’ – when its soldiers visited, they did not see the dawn.

         Wayne and Cal summoned the willingness, if not the desire, to 10end the Bravos’ lives. They fired aimed shots at very close range, resulting in enemies killed in action (EKIA). Job done, according to Wayne, and not done wrong.

         Emerging into predawn twilight, Wayne saw relatives of the deceased recovering the bodies. It was customary for UK personnel to remove any evidence of bomb-making or insurgent activity and to leave corpses in place. Bullet-riddled bodies were photographed by the British before Afghan troops who accompanied Subunit 1A on detention operations performed the Islamic rites, adjusting the angles of the deceased to ensure they faced Mecca.

         Meanwhile, SBS troops were setting up a roadside checkpoint nearby. To their chagrin, stopping vehicles was part of their daily grind. Previously, SBS had been responsible for Tier One taskings, such as counterterrorist raids and detention operations. But as part of a reconfiguration of British Special Forces in Afghanistan, the SBS had been relieved of those and ordered to conduct Tier Two counternarcotics and mentoring taskings. As the SBS considered the rerolling a demotion, the move had been to the detriment of interunit relations. To SAS officers, the handover–takeover represented the inflection point of the units’ decades-old rivalry.

         The ‘Diet Cokes’, as Wayne teasingly referred to SBS operators, looked on wide-eyed as the bullet-riddled corpses were carried towards a waiting car. The Bravos would be buried by sundown in accordance with Islamic teaching.

         ‘Fucking hell, what did youse do?’ said one Diet Coke.

         ‘Eh? What?’ replied Wayne, as if everything was regular.

         ‘The bodies. The state of them, mate. What the fuck did youse do?’

         The SBS operator’s gaze darted between Wayne and the bodies, with gaping wounds and faces drained of life, being lowered into the vehicle. 11

         Wayne’s operational tempo and strike rate of EKIA were so high that he was accustomed to seeing the aftermath of the SAS’s nightly business – the SBS less so since their demotion.

         As the conversation continued, the indignation of the SBS troopers began to grate.

         ‘Mate, this is how you shoot properly,’ said Wayne.

         They were open-mouthed.

         ‘What the fuck were you doing?’ said another Diet Coke. ‘What happened?’ Wayne’s interrogators exchanged anxious glances.

         Wayne paused, wondering what to say. ‘You’re not seeing the sharp end of it, are you? Now you’re doing the drugs-side of things.’

         ‘What happened?’

         ‘We saw everything,’ said Wayne. ‘They had the suicide vests hanging up, they’d shaved, they had the uniforms, they were ready to go.’

         ‘But…’

         ‘That’s what bodies look like when they get shot up. They were going to hit a base today, dressed as coppers. We sorted them out properly.’

         The conversation ran out of road. The SAS extracted to a helicopter landing site and returned to base.

         At KAF, support staff ducked beneath the helicopters’ spinning rotors to collect that night’s treasure: any communications devices or documents recovered from the sensitive site exploitation (SSE) of the target area would be added to the intelligence picture. Everyone was committed to building cases that convinced Special Forces legal advisers to authorise further raids. The magic words were ‘trigger met’.

         Intelligence fresh from the battlefield was also flashed back to Permanent Joint Headquarters (PJHQ) – the tri-service command 12centre at RAF Northwood, Middlesex, responsible for planning and controlling overseas military operations – to convince officials stationed there to sign off on extensions to the maximum 96-hour period of detention for Taliban suspects. Following that period, nine out of ten detainees were released outright or handed over to the Afghan authorities. To the immense frustration of Wayne and his colleagues, day after day, the bomb-makers and facilitators they took into captivity were set free to continue their murderous campaigns against British soldiers and Afghan civilians. Taliban commanders were also streetwise enough to ensure they never acted in a manner that could be interpreted by UK personnel as posing an immediate threat to life – the legal criterion that allowed for the application of lethal force – which meant never carrying weapons and following communications protocols. So for Wayne and his colleagues, the law really was their enemy.

         That morning Wayne returned his equipment to the subunit’s hangar, attended the after-action review and trudged back to his Portakabin. While thousands of international troops at the airfield were emerging in variations of desert camouflage uniforms at the beginning of their working day, he was ready to crash out. Manhunting in the darkness meant sleeping in the light, at least until lunchtime, when preparations for the next raid began. Desperate for sleep, SAS soldiers applied black duct tape to the window frames of their rooms. They even taped over the tiny green light flashing over the fire escape. There was no respite from the low din emitted around the clock by KAF’s diesel generators.

         Major Summerton was responsible for Subunit 1A’s operational reporting. The paper chain began with operational summaries (OPSUMs), one or two pages of A4 paper detailing the callsigns of UK and Afghan units involved in a detention operation, weapons 13recovered from the target area, detainees returned to base and a timeline based on radio reports. Subunit 1A’s OPSUMs were compiled by staff officers at SFHQ(A) and approved by the headquarters’ resident chief of staff (COS), Captain Oliver Monroe (N889), who was on secondment to the headquarters at Kandahar from the SAS. Trust was a fundamental tenet of relations between officers, and particularly those belonging to Special Forces units, considering the delicacy and secrecy surrounding their roles. So, while Monroe did not comprehend much of Subunit 1A’s reporting, he accepted explanations – however dubious – and did not conceive that anything untoward was occurring.

         OPSUMs, storyboards and first impression reports were flashed from SFHQ(A) back to the Special Forces headquarters in London and distributed around the world to a list of approved UKSF personnel. Redacted copies were shared with ISAF and Task Force Helmand. Night raids resulting in EKIAs necessitated more in-depth shooting incident reviews (SIRs).

         OPSUMs and SIRs were filed on the UKSF’s exclusive ITS1 computer system. Such was the sensitivity of that documentation nobody outside Special Forces, irrespective of rank or role, not even detectives from the Special Investigation Branch (SIB), accessed those reports without the permission of the Director Special Forces (DSF) – the senior officer with operational responsibility for UKSF activities. The service’s equivalent of a Home Office constabulary’s criminal investigation department, the SIB’s prerogative powers included access to classified documentation. However, in the interests of operational effectiveness and reputational management, those powers were stayed as part of protocols agreed by the DSF and the Provost Marshal (Army). At the time, the DSF was Major General Aubrey Gabers (N1802). 14

         DATE REDACTED
LOCATION REDACTED

         Wayne’s body count had jumped from nought to three on a previous raid. Like many recently badged SAS troopers, he had been anxious beforehand about how he would perform, fearing anxiety would compromise his reactions and decision-making. When the time had come, his training had kicked in, just as his close-quarter battle (CQB) instructors had insisted it would.

         That night, Wayne had burst inside a room inside a compound. He was trained to complete room clearances in seconds. In the dust and darkness there was no time for assaulters to ascertain who did or who did not pose an immediate threat to life, as required by their rules of engagement. There was also precious little time for Bravos to ‘move to engage’ the assaulters – the phrase that appeared, repeatedly, in operational reporting. Expectations placed on the SAS to maintain standards as marksmen and assaulters were high. Anyone who flinched when confronted by the enemy could expect to find themselves relegated to the rear of the entry order. Night raids represented the SAS’s opportunity to eliminate those who posed a potent threat not only to British soldiers serving as part of Task Force Helmand but also Afghan civilians, who were being killed and wounded in their thousands. Night raids took place at times and places of the SAS’s choosing, when its personnel could utilise their higher skillsets, state-of-the-art equipment and the element of surprise.

         After that first raid, when the intoxication of CQB activity wore off and physical and mental exhaustion set in, Wayne had felt the need for reassurance from senior colleagues that his performance had met their expectations. A voice inside his head questioned whether 15his drills had been efficient enough, his aim accurate enough. Every trooper wanted to be trusted by the callsign commanders and team leaders (TLs), as someone they would ‘go through a door with’, in their vernacular. Everyone questioned themselves – though few acknowledged such moments of self-doubt – even Wayne, who was older than most troopers and had assumed the wisdom of his age would insulate him from that need for acceptance.

         Facing his callsign commanders the morning after that first raid had felt like a make-or-break moment for Wayne. Those senior members of Subunit 1A had honed their assaulting skills in Iraq, manhunting jihadists as part of the US-led Joint Special Operations Command (JSOC). Iraqi insurgents had put up much greater resistance than in Afghanistan, because capture had meant spending months inside US detention facilities or the labyrinthine Iraqi prison system.

         Wayne had sloped into the canteen head down, hoping to avoid eye contact. Luckily, the first senior he bumped into was from Wayne’s previous unit. Even so, Wayne remained too nervous to speak first.

         ‘You alright?’ said his former colleague.

         ‘Yeah, you?’ replied Wayne, hesitantly.

         ‘Good shooting last night by the way.’

         Thank fuck for that, Wayne thought to himself.

         He dared not let anyone down.

         WINTER TOUR 2010–11
LOCATION REDACTED

         Another shooting incident, on another cold night, triggered further self-doubt and questions of right and wrong. 16

         Wayne was guarding detainees when Cal Rossi approached. They locked eyes, then Rossi said, ‘Take him back in and do a search.’

         As Wayne recognised, the seemingly routine request was, in fact, SAS code for something more disturbing. Cal’s order sounded sufficiently genuine to deceive any eavesdroppers, particularly any Afghan Partner Unit (APU) personnel, who were raising concerns about Subunit 1A’s activities. For that reason, they were kept at arm’s length.

         On Subunit 1A’s tour it was customary for ‘unshackled’ Bravos to enter buildings, with a Blade in close attendance. That night, Wayne followed the Afghan male into a dimly lit room.

         There was a gunshot.

         Wayne emerged and declared in a collected manner, ‘Yeah, he pulled a pistol out on me.’

         That was Wayne’s ‘thing’ – his justification – behind it.

         The objective concluded, all callsigns returned to base.

         The return journey to KAF was agonising for Wayne. He had never envisaged taking anyone’s life in such circumstances. Not having spoken to Cal since their cryptic exchange, doubt crept in. An uninvited voice taunted Wayne: Have you done right or wrong? What if Cal meant just do a search?

         If that was so, he was in deep waters.

         At KAF, the Subunit 1A soldiers regrouped for a debriefing. The gathering in the bar was ‘badged only’ – no ‘atts and dets’ (attachments and detachments). According to Wayne, SAS soldiers never aired their dirty laundry publicly.

         The tone of their private gatherings was far removed from the post-operational discussions attended by personnel from other units. Nothing shared between badged operators appeared in the OPSUMs or storyboards recording that night’s activities. 17

         Wayne chose his moment and approached Cal. Their eyes locked. Wayne struggled to find the right words. ‘Have I, er, fucked up here? By doing what I did?’

         ‘No,’ Cal replied, firmly.

         Sensing the anguish of his brother-in-arms, Cal added, quietly but emphatically, ‘I will never give you anyone to take anywhere unless it is for a reason.’

         Wayne’s relief was palpable.

         The deal was he did what the SAS expected. In return, the SAS covered his back.

         The ‘reason’ was the requirement to eliminate the threat posed by suspected insurgents who could not be lifted from the battlefield for meaningful periods. SAS officers likened the catch-and-release policy to a revolving door. Back in London, the chief of staff at the Directorate of Special Forces, Colonel Gavin Watson (N2252), regretted how a very high percentage of detainees were, in his words, ‘back on the street’ within days of being lifted by Subunit 1A. Apparently, UK government ministers had made clear ‘they just don’t want to go there’ regarding alternatives to the 96-hour catch-and-release system. 18
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            PART I

            AFGHANISTAN AND IRAQ20
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            Chapter One

            Start Your Engines

         

         OPERATION TRENT, DATE UNDISCLOSED
KOH-I-MALIK, HELMAND PROVINCE, AFGHANISTAN

         A Union Jack fluttered in a breeze as SAS officers clambered aboard a Land Rover. Against the backdrop of a sandy wilderness, they jostled to pose for a photograph, some officers reclining against the front bumper, others perched atop the chassis. The image harked back to decades past – the classic design of the open-top wagon synonymous with the regiment and its history of desert operations. The 3.5-litre, V8 petrol Land Rover 110 resembled the jeeps driven by L Detachment, Special Air Service Brigade, as they ransacked German airstrips and ammunition depots in North Africa sixty years previously. While SAS vehicles of yesteryear were known as Pink Panthers, those used in the 1990s and early 2000s were christened Pink Paddies, following their refurbishment in Northern Ireland.

         The SAS commanding officer (CO), Ed Butler, was dressed in desert fatigues; the officer commanding (OC) G Squadron, Richard Williams, was in an olive-green jacket. Judging by the picture, not everyone had been issued desert boots. The vehicle, the irregularity 22of their dress and their C8 Diemaco assault rifles, a Canadian variant of the American M4, identified the smiling, unshaven adventurers as SAS officers on manoeuvres somewhere far afield.

         They had emerged victorious from the regiment’s biggest-ever battle. An eighty-man SAS contingent had launched a full-frontal attack on a jihadist stronghold twenty miles north of the Durand Line separating Afghanistan from Pakistan. Named after British diplomat Sir Henry Durand, the border had been drawn in the sand in the late nineteenth century, the time of the ‘Great Game’ of colonial competition in Asia.

         To optimise fighting strength, only badged personnel had been permitted to take part. Each Land Rover had been overloaded with jerry cans, ammunition tins, radios, rations and personal kit. Renault ACMATs had carried heavier equipment such as 60 mm mortars. Motorbikes had proved the route to target. The tasking was out of the ordinary for the SAS. The unit was accustomed to conducting discreet taskings in smaller teams, like those anti-terrorist detention operations undertaken by its squadrons in Helmand Province from 2010. Operation Trent, as the engagement was codenamed, required mounting a battalion-scale, full-frontal attack, which would have better suited a conventional infantry unit. However, with the Americans determined to destroy Al Qaeda themselves and having been granted unprecedented operational leeway to do so by the White House, not even the SAS could be choosy.

         Like their US counterparts, the SAS were determined to avenge the deaths of their countrymen and women on 9/11, the sixty-seven Britons murdered by Osama bin Laden. Days after the atrocities the DSF, Graeme Lamb, had briefed Prime Minister Tony Blair at Chequers on how the SAS and SBS could support the United States and prevent Britain from suffering similar attacks. Butler had told 23soldiers at Stirling Lines, 22 SAS HQ, the conflict would last generations. In 2001 the SAS’s fighting strength consisted of four sabre squadrons: A, B, D and G. Considering the regiment’s worldwide brief and domestic terrorist threat responsibility, deploying more than one squadron to any warzone was a rarity. The response to 9/11 was an exception.

         The seven-hour battle had been fought in the shadow of a 2,000ft, sheer-faced mountain, Koh-i-Malik, or Mountain of the King, which rose majestically from the desert plateau. Objective Trent was part of Operation Determine, the SAS’s initial contribution to the War on Terror – the original name, Operation Bleed, was considered distasteful. To familiarise themselves with the tasking, A Squadron had spent eight weeks undertaking mobility training in Oman, the last two alongside G Squadron, who had just withdrawn from the Former Yugoslavian Republic of Macedonia. Together they practised a two-squadron, tactical group-led ground assault.

         The UK government wanted to ensure the SAS engaged a British-identified target. Amid hysteria within US government agencies, the UK offered sober assessments of what constituted enemy targets. An Al Qaeda training base that doubled as a heroin production facility was suggested. Image intelligence identified a large number of jihadists, strongpoints east and west and Koh-i-Malik protecting the southern flank. The enemy’s command-and-control centre, codenamed ‘the Bullseye’, was protected. Pakistani support was secured, and nine RAF aircraft were flown to Dalbandin Airport in the west of the country. Post 9/11, Pakistan was wrestling with fears of a new Afghanistan emerging beyond its influence, but the country succumbed to US demands to abandon the Taliban and to assist with military and intelligence operations, for instance providing blanket overflight, landing rights and territorial access, including 24bases. However, some Taliban leaders continued to operate with impunity within Pakistan.

         On 2 November, G Squadron’s Air Troop conducted a high-altitude, low-opening jump (HALO) over a dried-up lake in Nimruz Province to assess its suitability as a tactical landing zone (TLZ). As the surface proved too yielding, they were airlifted to HMS Illustrious in the Gulf of Oman. Rather than wasting time assessing alternative sites, Williams chose TLZ Rhino, in Helmand Province, which had already been used by Delta Force in a raid on Taliban leader Mullah Omar near Kandahar.

         A and G squadrons inserted from Oman on 20 November in RAF and USAF Hercules aircraft, touching down beneath a full moon. An eight-man CIA team and a Delta Force squadron were in situ. The agents were multiskilled, multilingual warhorses with decades of experience in third-world crises – it was CIA folklore that one agent had amputated the leg of a wounded Afghan soldier using only a Leatherman. They had arrived in Afghanistan in late September, lightly armed but carrying millions of dollars to buy favours. Not all their customers wanted cash, however. When an Uzbek demanded horse manure in return for intelligence, the Americans arranged an airdrop of dung. That was operational support the SAS could only imagine. At TLZ Rhino, Delta Force were typically generous, offering thermal imaging and night-vision capabilities. The Blades were more interested in their MREs (meal, ready to eat).

         When Lieutenant Colonel Butler, a former Royal Green Jacket, tasked A Squadron’s Mobility Troop to plot routes to the Al Qaeda camp, the former paras serving in the SAS studied their Russian maps of southern Afghanistan and presented Butler with a choice of three routes to the enemy stronghold, colour-coded Red, Blue and 25Green, after the drop-zone flashes of the regiment’s first, second and third battalions. The cross-country journey towards Koh-i-Malik was a slow, unwieldy caravan. The soldiers drove for thirty-six hours, shattering their vehicles’ half-shafts as they scaled sand dunes. G Squadron vehicles fared worst as they were to the rear of the column and following A Squadron, whose Pink Paddies had already churned over the sand like a ploughed field. Timings were tight to ensure they arrived ahead of US airstrikes. A close-target recce was cancelled. Butler denied permission for the crew of a broken-down Land Rover to blow up their vehicle and hitch a ride with colleagues. As they were within ten miles of the target and the mountain loomed large in the distance, Butler feared the blast would arouse the enemy. The disappointed crew stayed put and were airlifted the next day.

         By 1 p.m. on 22 November, both squadrons reached an assembly area. Sat aboard his wagon, Butler confirmed G Squadron would provide fire support, while A Squadron would advance to contact, first in vehicles and subsequently as dismounted infantry. Battle flags were raised. Former paras attached a regimental flag to their wagon and donned maroon berets.

         USAF airstrikes targeted enemy machine-gun posts and the squadrons set off. As those explosions were some distance from the Bullseye, some interpreted Butler’s actions as a show of strength intended to induce the enemy’s surrender. With the CO’s tactical group in tow, G Squadron approached their fire-support positions, optimising arcs of fire en route by maintaining ample distance between vehicles. They went firm and established a mortar line. A Squadron advanced along the foot of the sheer-faced mountain, passing an enemy outpost containing deceased jihadists.

         At the front of the column, motorcycle outriders identified a 26laying-up position 500 metres from the base. An A Squadron outrider, who was wearing a Second World War combat jacket that was the envy of his colleagues, glanced down to see stones painted white – the enemy’s range markers. The Al Qaeda force comprising Arabs and Chechens was better trained than the predominantly Afghan Taliban, and the range markers proved effective.

         Under accurate enemy fire, A Squadron dismounted and scrambled over ridges and gullies. Every enemy position had to be cleared and every combatant eliminated. No prisoners. An already treacherous advance was made more challenging as the sun emerged from behind the mountain, blinding the advancing soldiers. Casualties were taken. Incoming small arms struck a soldier’s foot. Another soldier suffered a head wound after rocket-propelled grenade fragments ricocheted off a Land Rover.

         At Butler’s request, USAF jets strafed the camp on a bearing perpendicular to the enemy’s positions and above G Squadron’s fire-support positions. Rounds splashed in the sand between Land Rovers. By tactical necessity, UK and US forces were operating outside of peacetime control measures.

         Later, the fading light made tracking the remaining jihadists as they darted between rocks and gullies difficult. With dusk approaching, the enemy exploited their advantage, firing from the shadows. They were determined to fight to their deaths. Aware that they were losing daylight, Butler was eager to achieve a breakthrough. The CO drove across open ground towards A Squadron’s positions. He decided the squadrons should switch roles, with A Squadron going firm wherever they were and providing covering fire as G Squadron conducted a right-flanking assault. Over the radio, Butler ordered Williams to manoeuvre half of his squadron around to A Squadron’s right flank and to prepare to assault the Bullseye and a walled 27compound with a mosque within. Fire support would come from A Squadron’s leading troops and its snipers, using .50 Barrett rifles, perched in an uphill position.

         Leaving 21 Troop (with one wounded soldier) and 23 Troop under the command of the squadron sergeant major, Williams accompanied 22 and 24 Troops as they drove into cover and dismounted to prepare for their attack. Surveying the terrain, the OC and his men faced a 75-metre dash across open ground to reach the Bullseye, followed by a building clearance and, depending on how many soldiers survived that phase, another rapid advance to contact across fifty metres of open ground to the mosque. And it had to be achieved with only twelve soldiers, as another Land Rover had got stuck in the sand and Williams could not wait for it.

         Leading from the front, Williams and the G Squadron assault team sprinted uphill towards the Bullseye. Breaking cover, they immediately came under fire from Al Qaeda positions higher up the hillside. A Squadron snipers intervened. The Bullseye was cleared with small arms and grenades, and the assaulters charged further uphill towards the mosque. They moved in bounds, a technique known as pepper-potting, with soldiers taking a knee and providing covering fire as their colleagues dash forward. Williams’s body armour deflected an accurate round and he remained in the fight. Somewhere high on the mountain, jihadists were able to pick off SAS targets. Moments later Williams and his men reached the mosque, where the only enemies present were deceased. After being shot, Williams felt vulnerable. Surveying the terrain, he recognised A Squadron were yet to clear the left flank and there were enemies hunkered down in firing positions in a gully to the north. Williams continued the assault apace, leading two G Squadron fire teams further uphill, taking more fire from previously unnoticed positions as they ran. 28

         Williams was shot again. Feeling the force in his chest, he saw two 7.62 mm rounds lodged in his magazine pouch. Moments later, a 24 Troop soldier, Nigel, made a dash between boulders. Enemy gunmen spotted his movement and engaged. Without hesitation or regard for their own safety, two G Squadron comrades ran from their protected positions and dragged Nigel towards cover. As he clutched his leg in agony, the enemy increased their rate of fire. A pair of Commonwealth soldiers shielded Nigel, demonstrating selfless gallantry.

         Elements of A Squadron and Butler’s tactical group, including the regimental sergeant major (RSM), advanced to support G Squadron. When he stood up in the Bullseye area, the RSM was shot in the leg. Another Commonwealth soldier and a motorbike outrider from 3 Troop ran to his side, providing initial first aid while still under fire. Later, Bob, the Forward Air Controller, was shot – an Al Qaeda round ricocheted off his ballistic plate and through his wrist. Then a sergeant from A Squadron went ‘man down’. The SAS were suffering as many casualties from enemy small arms fire in ten minutes as they had in any engagement in the previous ten years.

         Assessing that the enemy – hiding in the rocks high up the hill, overlooking the lead elements of G Squadron – were getting the better of them, Williams called for fire onto that area from his position to allow Nigel to be dragged back to the Bullseye and for the others to resume the advance uphill. The SAS response was immediate and devastating, with the slope pummelled by machine-gun, sniper and small arms fire, and Nigel’s rescue was completed. Medics at the Bullseye were now treating multiple SAS wounded. Lead elements of G Squadron were joined by those from A Squadron. They joined forces to restart the clearance of enemy positions. 29Following Williams’s request for supporting fire, the trenches were littered with dead bodies.

         As darkness fell the leading elements from A and G Squadrons paused, realising they had advanced beyond all the dead. They awaited Butler’s orders. Few of the soldiers had night-vision equipment, though some had picked up NVGs from Delta Force operators a few days previously. Ammunition was low too. With no prisoners taken and an estimated eighty enemy killed, Butler called it a day.

         During the extraction phase, SAS soldiers inspected corpses and searched for souvenirs, AK47s, magazines and interesting equipment pieces. An A Squadron motorcycle outrider took the Russian Army chest rig from one of the many Chechens. Later, US Spectre gunships and B-52s destroyed the opium plant. Two Conspicuous Gallantry Crosses (CGCs) and two Military Crosses were earned.

         The squadrons extracted to a harbour area away from the mountain to prepare for the next phase of the operation and raids on other targets nearby, resulting in further EKIA over subsequent days.

         One of those additional taskings was to destroy an Al Qaeda drugs laboratory. The senior officers decided to fly in a sniffer dog and its handler from the UK to help find the heroin. A tactical landing zone was marked out for an RAF C-130 to come in with ammunition, rations and the dog team. Off the back of the Hercules strode the handler and his springer spaniel. SAS soldiers – who had been living off their wagons for weeks and looked the part – thought the clean-shaven handler in his ironed uniform looked a bit confused as to his whereabouts. As he surveyed the vast desert landscape of southern Afghanistan, they asked whether he knew where he was.

         ‘I’m in Oman,’ he replied. 30

         ‘No, mate, you’re in Afghanistan, and this is 22 SAS.’

         He went pale.

         ‘Oh my god. I was on a course in the UK, and they pulled me off it to get the dog and go on exercise in Oman.’

         ‘No, mate, you’re in Al Qaeda country.’

         The spaniel was trained to find small amounts of weed in barracks back in Britain. Within a couple of days, the stench of heroin the dog encountered was so overwhelming that its nose could not cope.

         Later, artist James Hart Dyke was commissioned to depict the day’s action. He painted open-top wagons in the shadow of Koh-i-Malik. The SAS gifted the artwork to the British Embassy in Kabul. The painting aroused curiosity when Taliban commanders looted the diplomatic residence in August 2022.

         • • •

         Lacking the SAS’s military and political contacts, and their manpower, the SBS were denied any set-piece operations on anything like the scale of Op. Trent. After departing RAF Brize Norton in Hercules aircraft, they spent weeks at Bagram Airbase hoping for a tasking to make their rivals envious. Instead they joined Task Force Dagger, a US Special Operations Forces collaboration in northern Afghanistan. There, the locals were aligned with the Northern Alliance – a loose network of competitive tribal forces, in which Tajiks were the majority, but it also included Uzbeks, Hazaras and others – and were anti-Taliban. Political diktats around adopting a defensive posture included the SBS painting their wagons white to resemble UN peacekeepers. As a portent of what was to follow, while digging a drain from their kitchen at Bagram, US Green Berets dug up the 31bones of a company of Soviet engineers, who had been massacred there in the 1980s.

         The SBS had not flown 3,000 miles to peace-keep – certainly not when the world’s most wanted man was in hiding. Worse luck followed when the SBS were assigned to accompany a US Navy Admiral to a hospital damaged by an airstrike. As a hearts-and-minds play, US forces promised to rebuild its facilities. The SBS were tired of the Special Forces Directorate favouring the SAS. The DSF was responsible for allocating strategic roles. As would remain a precedent for a further two decades, no SBS officer had been appointed DSF. The SAS had monopolised the role since its inception in the 1980s, when UKSF was founded.

         To their relief, the visit was cancelled when US commanders learned of an uprising at Qala-i-Jangi fort, a detention facility for Taliban and Al Qaeda fighters. At the time, CIA officers Johnny ‘Mike’ Spann and Dave Tyson were gathering intelligence from foreign fighters. Concerned for their agents’ welfare, US commanders directed the SBS to the fort. Grainy news footage showed Sergeant Paul ‘Scruff’ McGough crouching behind a mud wall, then springing upright to spray enemy positions with a machine gun. Unknown to McGough, Spann was likely already dead, although Tyson escaped. SBS troops received gallantry decorations. Hundreds of prisoners were killed.

         By December 2001 the CIA estimated between 5,000 and 10,000 Afghans and foreign fighters had been killed. Enemy survivors dispersed into the lawless borderlands and beyond, emerging in Iraq in 2003, where their campaign against US and British Special Forces resumed.

         • • • 32

         The seeds of Britain’s campaign in Helmand Province from 2006 onwards were sown days after Op. Trent. As part of the December 2001 Bonn Agreement establishing a framework for post-Taliban Afghanistan, the UK accepted lead nation responsibility for counternarcotics and setting up the International Security Assistance Force (ISAF). When ISAF was established, the Germans insisted on a strict separation between the force and US counterterrorist missions, given Germany’s constitutional and political restrictions. The division between states prepared to undertake war-fighting, with the requisite rules of engagement and detention pathways, and those intent upon strictly peacekeeping roles proved relevant to the failure to support SAS detention operations a decade later.

         Before their regime collapsed, Taliban leaders had implemented a nationwide prohibition on opium production. The ban had been intended to inflate prices and convince the international community, including the World Bank, to provide financial support. Opium cultivation aside, Afghanistan was an economic basket case. Production and exportation accounted for 50 per cent of the country’s GDP. Once Tony Blair identified Afghan opium as the biggest source of heroin on UK streets, tackling its production became a central pillar of state-building following the Bonn Agreement. Blair volunteered the UK to take a lead role in counternarcotics operations across the country – an offer that precipitated the major UK deployment to Helmand Province in 2006.

         Planning for Operation Emperor began in early 2002, involving the Secret Intelligence Service (SIS), the Serious Organised Crime Agency and Special Forces. Williams presented a military estimate of the resources required. Emperor remained separate to the US-led Combined Joint Special Operations Task Force based in Kandahar, 33which included New Zealand’s SAS, Canadian and German Special Forces and the KsK (Kommando Spezialkräfte). Green Berets posted there reported the ‘sub-Martian’ environment with its dust and parched air, which produced sinus-clogging migraines and cracked the skin. They described the locals as ‘indestructible as rocks’.

         The Afghan Special Narcotics Force, including the commando force CF333, was to be British-trained but would report to the Afghan government. Considering the political sensitivity of Special Forces operations, particularly night raids, bolting Western troops onto an elite Afghan force, rather than the other way around, reinforced a sense of sovereignty and responsibility. Predictably, SAS and SBS officers fell out over taskings. Just as predictably, the SAS secured the lead role. The SBS were to backfill, contributing as and when they were needed. They eventually assumed the lead role in 2006.

         Each spring, swaths of the Helmand River valley were resplendent with the bright pink of opium poppy flowers. To draw out the morphine-rich resin, labourers cut incisions in the bulbs. After drying in the sun, the resin formed a gum that was transported to refineries. Harvesting provided jobs for thousands of tribesmen. The SAS realised that failure to provide economic alternatives to poppy cultivation, while simultaneously seeking to restrict production, created conditions ripe for insurgency. Upsetting the Americans was another worry. Many top players in Afghanistan’s narco-mafia belonged to the CIA’s intelligence and influencing programme.

         Parties to Op. Emperor agreed that the UK should vet CF333 recruits, with the SAS performing a mentoring role. Soon afterwards, 23 Troop, augmented by non-G Squadron soldiers with SIS experience, deployed to Fort Hunter, Logar Province. Special Forces trainers followed the Lawrence of Arabia doctrine of ‘Better the Arabs do 34it tolerably than that you do it perfectly. It is their war, and you are to help them, not to win it for them.’ Afghan custom dictated that female recruits were housed separately, meaning they were required to commute to and from Fort Hunter. In the early days, 150 commandos criss-crossed Afghanistan in Soviet helicopters and Toyota vehicles. Initial results were meagre, with a mere three tonnes of opium confiscated in 2002 and ten in 2003. In 2004, CF333 manpower doubled, the number of raids on Taliban drug-processing laboratories increased and the yield confiscated rose to 135 tonnes.

         Throughout those years, Downing Street, having volunteered the UK to assume the lead role on counternarcotics in Afghanistan, exerted pressure on Emperor’s civilian and military dimensions to demonstrate progress, despite their targets being unrealistic given conditions on the ground. A further counternarcotic surge, Operation Gentic, was launched in Helmand Province in 2005 and was led by an SAS task group. The UK’s Task Force Helmand arrived the following year.
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            Chapter Two

            Murder in Majar

         

         In the aftermath of the invasion of Iraq, on 20 March 2003, SAS officers found themselves straddling a widening chasm between British and US foreign policy. In addition, from mid-2003, cracks appeared in the SAS’s relationship with senior officers at PJHQ.

         17 MARCH 2003
AL-JAFR AIRBASE, JORDAN

         On the night of 17 March, before a parliamentary vote on Britain joining the invasion, D Squadron flew into Iraq from Jordan. Officers downed port and wrote death letters before departing Al-Jafr Airbase in RAF helicopters, escorted by USAF Little Birds, the barrels of their Gatling guns white-hot from engaging targets on the desert plateau. The SAS’s destination was Al-Qaim, near the Syrian border, where twelve years previously the Bravo Two Zero patrol – the doomed, eight-man mission to destroy Iraqi long-range strike capabilities – had come unstuck, costing the lives of three soldiers and resulting in the capture of four others. The role was as familiar as the terrain: seizing airfields and hunting down Scud missiles and 36chemical weapons (CW). The squadrons selected to lead Operation Row evened the balance after Trent. B Squadron followed twenty-four hours later.

         On the SAS’s approach to Al-Qaim water treatment plant – a possible CW storage facility – a sniper escaped with shrapnel wounds when, lying in the prone position, enemy rounds shattered his rifle barrel. On the same offensive a Land Rover crew dismounted under fire and took cover. Lying in a berm, rounds whizzing overhead, they realised that recovering their vehicle was a non-starter. The standard operating procedure, to ensure weaponry and equipment did not fall into enemy hands, was to blow up abandoned wagons, so the crew fired a rocket into its engine block. Should any radio sets have survived the explosion, signallers reprogrammed D Squadron’s communication systems.

         When the SAS raided an army barracks and set up checkpoints on a desert highway, Saddam’s forces came out fighting. As a heavily armed twenty-vehicle convoy approached, soldiers fired Stinger rockets, destroying the lead vehicles. Outnumbered and outgunned, the SAS ‘bugged out’ – were extracted under fire. Further casualties were sustained. US air support aided their extraction, with 2,500 lb of ordnance expended. Military Crosses were awarded, including one to D Squadron Troop Commander Captain James Stenner.

         • • •

         Six weeks after the invasion, with regular UK forces bedding down in southern Iraq, D Squadron entered Baghdad. Like his statue, Saddam Hussein had been toppled. But with the capital descending into disorder, any sense of accomplishment faded. Tony 37Blair supported the SAS’s bid to operate alongside its American counterparts rather than join the regular UK forces. That decision marked the beginning of a happy ménage à trois of the SAS, Delta Force and Seal Team Six, the West’s leading Special Forces units, united in their commitment to defeat the jihadists flooding Iraq from across the Islamic world. To the south, 350 miles away, line infantry regiments were removing helmets, lightening ammunition scales and shifting to peace-support operations. British forces stationed in and around Basra faced a collapse of law and order, with widespread looting

         
         30 MARCH 2003
NORTH-WESTERN DESERT, IRAQ

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         24 JUNE 2003
MAJAR AL-KABIR, MAYSAN PROVINCE, IRAQ

         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         
         22 JULY 2003
MOSUL, NINEVEH GOVERNORATE, IRAQ
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