

Author’s Note

This is a story about British soldiers on active service. It is compiled from diary entries, emails home, hurried scrawls in a notebook, and my own imperfect memory to fill in the gaps. Names have been changed, and some details glossed over when they have either been shunted out of my hippocampus by nineteen years, two children and the name of every single one of the Paw Patrol characters, or to respect people’s privacy. But if it wouldn’t win any prizes for official history, it is as close a reflection of the spirit and characters of those times as I could make it.

I have tried to tell it like it was (or at least, how it looked to us). As such, certain passages in the book may offend; British soldiers are many things, but Regency-era debutantes they are not. If anything you read does make you uncomfortable, then I can only apologise and offer up the defence of authenticity. And reassure you that it’s probably not half as uncomfortable as when your editor, sitting opposite you in a brightly lit office buzzing with impossibly glamorous publishing types, carefully clears his throat and observes, ‘There’s rather a lot of . . . masturbation in the book, isn’t there?’

Finally, a word to the Iraqi Army. I have managed to eke out over 300 pages from my eyeblink of a seven-month tour. Their stories, from twenty years (and counting) since the invasion, would fill the British Library. The ones we worked with were simultaneously maddening, corrupt, brilliant, crafty, ingenious, inept, brave and lazy. But when it really mattered, they delivered. And two years after we had left Basra, they stepped up and retook a city the British Army had lost. As much as it’s for anyone, this book is for them.
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The Great Escape

The militia gunman is the other side of that door.

I can hear him clearly through the breeze-block wall that separates us – roaring defiance between long bursts on the machine gun which caught half the troop in the open, five minutes ago. He must know his time is nearly up. He must have heard the shouts as we pounded up the stairs to the second floor, searching for the window where the sudden four-leaf clover of his muzzle blast had come from. But he doesn’t care. He’s got what he came for. The evidence for that is lying face down and motionless in the street below.

I plant the butt of my rifle in my shoulder and glance at the soldier beside me. He’s blinking over and over again. Either the sweat’s dripped into his eyes or he – like me – can’t comprehend what’s happened to our quiet, early morning patrol. But when I nod, he will put his boot straight into that lock. And I will clear the room. I will kill whoever’s behind that door. I feel for the small metal nub of my change lever and click it down. A for Automatic. Then I take one last shuddering breath. And nod.

The door explodes open and I am in the room before the gunman can even register the movement. He’s crouched by the window, cradling the machine gun as it leaps and judders, one hand feeding a long, copper-coloured belt of ammunition into its hungry breech. Then his head whips round towards me. But it’s too late. It’s a lifetime too late. Because I am five yards away, and I have him cold.

I pull the trigger.

Click.

The dead man’s click.

The whole world seems to drop away. And all I can see is the face of the gunman, framed by a tattered, red-and-white keffiyeh. His lip curls in a slow smile of realisation. Then he stares straight at me.

‘Oh. My. God . . . you absolute wanker! Fuck me, mate, you should see your face . . .’

Later on, after a withering debrief from the Directing Staff – complete with sarcastic congratulations on the first attempt in British Army history to clear a room using telekinesis – I worked out that I’d bollocksed up my magazine change. Do it right, and you’ll burst into the gunman’s eyrie with thirty rounds of deadly 5.56mm in your rifle and one already in the chamber. Do it the way I did, and you may as well kick in the door and point a copy of HELLO! at him. Thank God it was only an exercise.

On the long drive back from Salisbury Plain to London and our Territorial Army (TA) Centre, I thought about whether I’d rather take on a real-life enemy machine-gunner with a rifle that went click, or go back to work tomorrow. But it was no contest really; I’d have stormed Omaha Beach with a Nerf gun if it meant avoiding another Monday morning at my job. I was a teacher, and I hated it. No, scratch that. I loathed it.

My short career had been an ocean-going disaster from day one. The school was like The Hunger Games and I was the worst teacher there. Possibly anywhere. It wasn’t the kids’ fault; lots of them had the kind of home lives that meant it would have been a minor miracle if they weren’t sociopaths. But that’s pretty scant comfort when you’re the one picking the Pritt Stick out of your eyebrows for the third time in a week.

My one outlet was TA weekends like the one I’d just finished. After endless cortisol-soaked days of frantically trying to persuade eleven-year-olds that nailing your neighbour’s hand to their desk with a compass wouldn’t actually make you feel any better, it was quite ironic that spending a weekend bayonetting straw-filled dummies and screaming did such wonders for my own mental health.

And now it looked like it might even get me out of teaching for good. Several members of my TA regiment had recently come back from Iraq. They appeared – on the face of it, anyway – happy and whole, with Love Island tans and a seemingly endless supply of cool stories, which I was pretty sure would knock the socks off the kinds of girls who normally just ignored me at parties (i.e., all of them). I wasn’t particularly interested in fighting anyone, but long-range desert patrols and bustling bazaars straight out of Arabian Nights were starting to sound a lot more appealing than another year in Enfield confiscating Nokia 3210s and being reminded I was a ‘fucking bellend’ five times a day. It also looked like the Army would need the manpower.

With an impressive disregard for the fact that Iraq wasn’t so much teetering on the brink of a civil war, as it was standing in thin air ten feet clear of the brink and staring comically at the camera, Wile E. Coyote style, the British government had just made a very hefty troop commitment to Afghanistan. Judging by the number of mobilisation letters now going around the TA, we were well past barrel-scraping territory. In fact, it seemed a lot like the barrel was now upside down and being banged hopefully on the bottom to see if any dregs fell out. It was clear that if I wanted, I could be one of those dregs.

I made my mind up the very next day. It was a dank December morning and I was teaching a Year 8 class on Henry VIII. I wasn’t really, of course. I was shouting something about monasteries while thirty-odd twelve-year-olds variously carried on animated conversations, flicked spit wads at each other, or simply sat there quietly devouring all the Blu Tack. Then it all kicked off at Dillon and Curtis’ desk.

As with any good blood feud, the original reason behind Curtis and Dillon’s implacable enmity had long since been lost in the mists of time. Unfortunately, that didn’t stop them trying to take each other apart like Frazier vs Ali every time they entered the same classroom. By the time I scurried over clucking, Dillon had bypassed all the usual pleasantries, removed the protective guard, and pushed the big red button marked ‘Your Mum’. As any schoolboy knows, there is no verbal escalation possible beyond this point. I could already see Curtis reaching for Dillon’s shirt collar.

I was saved by the arrival of the Head of Music, who rapped on the door and brightly announced it was time for Curtis to come and collect his violin. For a moment I was confused; this was a bit like asking Genghis Khan to come and pick up his easel. Then I remembered that as one of its regular Hail Mary plays to turn things round, the school had started dishing out free musical instruments to some of its more obvious headcases.

The idea was that music might soothe their troubled souls, or at least reduce the rate at which they were vigorously flushing their peers’ heads down the toilet. Privately I doubted Curtis had a musical bone in his body, but it wasn’t my idea and if it got him out of the classroom they could let him lead the London Philharmonic string section for all I cared. Prising him apart from Dillon, I thrust him gratefully towards the door and he wandered off down the corridor to collect his prize.

Peace descended for the next twenty minutes or so, at which point Curtis returned, violin in hand. I am no musician, but it looked like a beauty, all sinuous lines and richly coloured whorls. Curtis seemed thrilled with it, clutching it so hard his little fingers were white, while his other hand stroked its glistening surfaces. Even Dillon stared, Curtis’ mum temporarily put aside. As it were.

‘What a lovely violin, Curtis,’ I said, as he returned to his desk. ‘When will you start your lessons?’

Curtis beamed, still standing, and shrugged wordlessly. A great sigh of happiness seemed to consume his small body, and as he breathed out he lifted his violin high above his head, as if to show it to the world. Then, still smiling beatifically, he brought it thundering down and broke it clean in two over Dillon’s head.

I volunteered for Iraq that afternoon.

Thursday, 5 January 2006 – London

Mobilisation paperwork arrived today; a big brown envelope marked ‘On Her Majesty’s Service’ hits the doormat with a thunk that sounds like freedom. If this was a film, I’d spend the rest of the day smoking pensively while it sat unopened on the kitchen table. But I’ve just spent several months being worked over by Enfield’s answer to Children of the Corn, and this envelope is my get-out. So instead I more or less float to work and tender my resignation before morning break. In a mark of the deep esteem in which the school holds my teaching abilities, it’s accepted before lunchtime.

The paperwork itself is light on detail, but there are a few clues; I will deploy to Iraq in April, on Operation TELIC 8,1 with a regiment called the Queen’s Royal Hussars (QRH). They are based in Sennelager, Germany, and I am to get myself out there to join them for pre-deployment training as soon as possible. Finally, I am assured that my mobilisation arises only after ‘much careful thought by the Secretary of State for Defence’. I bet they say that to all the girls. At least I hope they do. Otherwise the war effort’s in a lot more trouble than I’d thought.

Tuesday, 10 January 2006 – Sennelager

I fly to Hanover in the evening, and find a bored trooper from the QRH waiting to give me a lift to Sennelager (‘Probably the worst lager in the world, sir . . .’). We’re in a decrepit Army minibus, so even the slow lane on the autobahn feels like entering hyperdrive in the Millennium Falcon, and we don’t arrive until well after midnight.

The QRH’s barracks is a collection of low huts, set deep in a freezing cold pine forest, with all the cheery ambience of a Siberian logging camp. It was put up as temporary accommodation immediately after the war by the British occupation authorities, who would presumably be quite surprised to see 500 soldiers still bitching endlessly about having to live there some sixty years later. I find a note in the Officers’ Mess telling me to report to B Squadron in the morning.

I’ve had some time to do a bit of research on the QRH since getting the mobilisation paperwork, and am beginning to feel a healthy sense of imposter syndrome. They are an armoured cavalry regiment, which means they go to war in Challenger 2; 75 tons of Main Battle Tank with a 120mm barrel on the front.

In my TA unit, by contrast, we use arthritic 1970s Land Rovers and shoot pencil flares out of the window when we’re pretending to fire the main gun. Which isn’t actually a gun, it’s a broomstick covered in black gaffer tape and tied to the roof with bungee cords. And the QRH have been to Iraq before. Not to mention Kosovo, Bosnia, and Northern Ireland before that. In fact, they are probably one of the most operationally experienced units in the Army today.

I think back to my four weeks of panicked TA officer training at Sandhurst. We’d gone through the motions – patrols, ambushes, platoon attacks – basically the full warfighting menu. But a month is not that long to learn how to be a soldier. Particularly not when you’re spending a lot of your time discreetly trying to check whether you’ve got your helmet on backwards, or remember where you were in this particular forest when you last saw your rifle. Our instructors, seasoned infantry veterans with a daysack full of stories from Crossmaglen and Sarajevo, had obviously despaired of us, and spent most of our post-exercise debriefs informing us that we were all living proof that evolution can go backwards, while angrily kicking nearby saplings to death.

Quite how the Army has concluded that this blink-and-you’d-miss-it level of professional training qualifies me for active service  is a mystery. But there isn’t a great deal I can do about it now. As I stare at the ceiling of my room in the Officers’ Mess, listening to the wind battering the pine trees, I reassure myself that the grown-ups will have a plan. They will have combed through a big manila personnel file stuffed with meticulous records of everything I’ve done in the TA. Whatever it is they want me to do in Iraq, it will be fully in keeping with my very limited military skills.

Probably something in the operations room. Or maybe some kind of liaison job. After all, I’m with the Regular Army now. They’ll know what they’re doing.

Wednesday, 11 January 2006 – Sennelager

I will be leading a fighting troop in Basra.

My new squadron leader, a small, ebullient major called Jonty, delivers the news as if he’s telling me I’ve won the Thunderball draw. I goggle blankly at him and try not to be sick in my mouth. Apparently B Squadron are short of an officer, so I’m now Third Troop Leader. I suppose you can see why Jonty is expecting me to be thrilled. This is exactly what officers are supposed to join the Army for; to lead men, be the tip of the spear, deliver cold Sheffield steel to the Queen’s enemies and all that.

And it’s not like I haven’t led a troop before. But that was cosplaying around Wiltshire with half a dozen TA soldiers, all of whom would go back to being accountants or electricians on Monday morning, no matter how many times I got them ‘killed’ doing something stupid. It’s a long way from being given sole charge of twelve professional soldiers on a real-life operational tour.

This is a very grave business. And quite likely to put a few people in one if I fuck it all up. In fairness to Jonty, it isn’t like he doesn’t recognise the seriousness of what he’s asking. After giving me a quick rundown on the troop, he cheerfully informs me that ‘if you turn out to be shit, I’ll just sack you.’ Which has to be the most stirring vote of military confidence since some unnamed Israelite handed David his slingshot and asked, in a roundabout kind of way, what size sandals he took.

I walk to the tank park to meet the troop, and busy myself with a quickfire round of catastrophising on the way over. What if they ask about my actual experience? What if I make a total tit of myself during the training? What if they demand a proper troop leader instead of a TA one? By the time I get over there, I have more or less resigned myself to meeting a wall of soldiers coming towards me with their arms linked and singing ‘Give Peace a Chance’, on their way to telling Jonty that they’re not going to Iraq after all.

A gaggle of soldiers stands behind a tank with ‘3–0’ written on the back. I walk towards them with what I hope is a purposeful, martial stride, but which on reflection probably just makes me look like I’m recovering from a scrotal tuck. A man the approximate size of a JCB backhoe loader introduces himself as Sergeant Mason and gets the soldiers on parade.

With a rictus grin on my face I introduce myself as their new troop leader (glossing over the fact that last week, Matthew, I was a humanities teacher from North London), stammer a few details about the next months’ training that Jonty has just told me, then ask if there are any questions. Not exactly Henry V before Agincourt. And the troop don’t look remotely inspired; I’m not expecting anyone to leap onto a chair and start shouting, ‘O Captain! My Captain!’, but these lads are showing all the visceral emotion of pensioners who’ve fallen asleep listening to Test Match Special. On the other hand they don’t look visibly mutinous either. And I haven’t thrown up all over my shoes. So I’m counting it as a win.

Sgt Mason takes me to his small office and makes me what he calls a ‘Julie Andrews’.2 Then he talks me through Third Troop’s soldiers; who the drivers are, who’s good on a machine gun, who’s generally reliable, and who has Platinum Elite status at the Sennelager garrison cells. He is straight out of central casting, six foot one with the torso of Goliath’s harder brother, hair shaved to the skull, and a voice like aggregate being crushed. I am very aware that getting our relationship right will be the making – or breaking – of me.

Ideally you want it to be a neat symbiosis; a partnership for the common good. Like those clownfish that can live snugly inside poisonous sea anemones, and in return defend the anemones from other fish trying to eat them.3 The troop leader makes the tactical decisions, reads the maps and occasionally murmurs, ‘Very good, carry on,’ like David Niven when they’re not sure what to do next. The troop sergeant looks after the equipment and the administration, and channels Captain Bligh on the Bounty if any of the boys step out of line.

But while you’d be a special kind of idiot not to listen to the man with the decade-plus of experience, the troop leader is ultimately in charge. If anything goes wrong – we lose a weapon, a vehicle gets trashed, the boys desert en masse and join a passing circus – it’s my feet that will be in Jonty’s in-tray. Even so, I have heard several discomfiting stories about newly arrived young officers being told by their troop sergeants to pipe down and keep their sticky little hands to themselves. Luckily Sgt Mason seems to have a much more modern approach to parenting, and we agree that I will make the decisions, while he will only intervene if it appears that someone is about to lose an eye.
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2 BLAST 2 BLURIOUS

Just towards the back of Shaibah, a five-minute walk from Tiger Lines, lay the old RAF station. It was gutted by the time we arrived of course, but the buildings were still up, and it didn’t take much imagination to put yourself there in 1925; rickety biplanes trundling over the uneven sand on take-off, and pilots in their tan tropical uniforms drinking pink gin on the terrace after the heat had died down. It was also a salient reminder that this wasn’t our first rodeo in Iraq.

It had all started – like lots of other things in what would turn out to be quite a busy year – in 1914. Ironically our first invasion really was about the oil. With the Ottoman regime having declared for the Kaiser, the Royal Navy was now a bit too reliant on Persia for fuel. As far as the British government was concerned, they didn’t have a choice but to invade. Basra fell within a week of our landings, but Baghdad was a tougher nut altogether. At the first attempt to take it in 1916, 13,000 British soldiers went into the bag.

Later on it transpired that they’d only been sent north in the first place (by Kitchener, no less) to seize Baghdad for the prestige, with the plan then to immediately abandon it again as tactically useless. This was the first recorded CORGI (Commanding Officer’s Really Good Idea) in the history of the British Army in Iraq, and at least serves to put into perspective some of the more mental stuff they were asking us to do ninety years later.

In those days getting a hiding from Johnny Turk was enough to cause a serious outbreak of apoplexy on Horseguards, so they took another run-up at Baghdad in 1917. This one worked, and the city fell to a General Maude, who presumably enjoyed it very much for the nine months he had left before dying abruptly of cholera. Interestingly he also issued something called the Baghdad Proclamation, containing the line, ‘our armies do not come into your cities and lands as conquerors or enemies, but as liberators’. Which just goes to show, you’re never as original as you think you’re being.

That was more or less it for our first excursion to Iraq, and the Armistice followed shortly afterwards. The real question was what came next. To the Arabs living in Baghdad, Mosul and Basra provinces (who had recently woken up one morning to find that they were no longer Ottomans but ‘Mesopotamians’) the answer was clear: independence. After all, hadn’t T.E. Lawrence been running around the wider region for months now, blowing up Ottoman railways and promising the Arabs exactly that?

The League of Nations pointed out that most Mesopotamians had completely swerved that particular call to arms, so couldn’t very well start crying freedom now. Instead Mesopotamia was designated a ‘Class A Mandate’, under British control. Class A status meant the Mesopotamians had ‘reached a stage of development where their existence as an independent nation can be provisionally recognised’, but were still not seen as ‘able to stand by themselves under the strenuous conditions of the modern world’.

Less than pleased at being patted on the head and told to run along in case their brains overheated, the Mesopotamians revolted in May 1920. They did so en masse, the differences between Sunni and Shia temporarily put aside, thus proving that just like the World Cup, you can bring even the most disparate communities together as long as it means giving the English a shoeing.

In response Churchill sent in the RAF, giving rise to two myths still peddled to this day; firstly that they dropped poison gas on the rebels (they didn’t, though to be fair Churchill did confess to being mystified at the War Office’s ‘squeamishness’ about doing so), and secondly, that Iraq’s (surprisingly many) ginger-haired citizens are all direct descendants of RAF pilots shot down during raids and co-opted into marriage by local tribes. Given that the RAF lost only nine men during the course of the entire campaign, this is either untrue, or suggests pilots of such epic horniness that it’s no wonder they crashed given the amount of testosterone that must have been sloshing round the cockpit.

By October it was all over. We’d technically won, but the rebels did succeed in killing the mandate. It was replaced by an Anglo-Iraqi treaty (Iraq being derived from Uruk, the much older Arab name for the region) which allowed for self-government, while still ensuring we could keep a paternal eye on minor matters like all foreign relations and the military. In choosing a king to run the whole thing, we dispensed with the tired old tradition of picking someone who the locals had ever heard of, and appointed one Faisal ibn Hasayn, who’d been born in Mecca and whose CV boasted a whole six months as King of Syria before his violent deposition.

In all fairness Faisal didn’t make a total hash of it, and ended up negotiating the kingdom’s notional independence in 1932. It wasn’t the real deal – we reserved the right to ‘advise’ on government affairs, keep our military bases, and so on – but it was a start. Faisal died the following year in Switzerland during his annual check-up, of an apparent heart attack. Which came as a surprise to everyone, not least the team of Swiss doctors who had just pronounced him fit as a fiddle.

He was succeeded by his son, Prince Ghazi, whose ardent Iraqi nationalism was matched only by his love of spanking around Baghdad’s pleasant avenues in sports cars. He died in one of the latter in 1939 after a crash about as convincing as his old man’s heart attack (and which, as CAN’s name implied, the locals still thought we’d arranged). Faisal II, his asthmatic infant son, duly succeeded him, with his uncle acting as Regent until such time as his handwriting improved.

Then came the Second World War. At first everything went smoothly; Iraq broke off relations with Germany and made all the right noises about guaranteeing oil supplies. This lasted two years before the Iraqi Army launched a coup d’état, kicked out the Regent, and installed a pro-Nazi cabinet. Frankly, in 1941, with London taking a beating and Rommel running riot in the desert, this was something we could have done without. The response was roughly along the same lines as in 1914; land near Basra, head north, and it’s Baghdad or bust, boys.

After a sticky start at RAF Habbaniya – where the Iraqi Army caught our garrison so short-handed that they had to reactivate the decorative artillery pieces in front of the Officers’ Mess just to have something to shoot back with – it all went like a charm. The Regent was re-installed by June, and we ended up staying in force for another six years to prevent any more dicking about. Which pleased the growing ranks of Iraqi nationalists no end.

After our occupation came to an end, Faisal II’s government tried to keep a lid on things, but it was never going to last; between Nasser flying the flag for Arab independence in Egypt and a struggling economy at home, some sort of convulsion was inevitable. It ended up arriving in 1958 in the form of another military coup. Faisal was killed on the steps of his palace in Baghdad and his Hashemite dynasty died with him. Iraq was declared a republic, and those British forces remaining in the country were kicked out shortly afterwards. This time for good. We wouldn’t be back for another thirty years.

Monday, 10 July 2006 – Maysan

One of the Army’s absolute favourite sayings – up there with classics like, ‘You’re in your own time now,’ and ‘I don’t mind if it takes all fucking night, fellas; my tea’s a salad’ – goes something like, ‘Time spent in reconnaissance is seldom wasted.’

I’d learned what it meant at Sandhurst, when I didn’t bother with a recce before the final attack, led a platoon assault on the wrong hill, then got chased up the correct one by a colour sergeant offering to rip out my ribcage and ‘play it like a fucking xylophone’. The PWRR battlegroup engineer learned what it meant fifteen minutes ago, when the first HGV in the convoy drove straight into a low-hanging power line.

To no one’s great surprise, Maysan has missed yet another deadline for PIC. If it was the Wild West before, then by now it’s A Fistful of Dollars meets Terminator 2. The last time the CAN battlegroup ventured into al Amarah in force, they’d had to fire more than 7,000 rounds to get themselves out again, and very nearly lost a Warrior.

So we are on the way back up to CAN for another go at Op BLAST (they’re calling it Op BLAST II, which is a bit disappointing; 2 BLAST 2 BLURIOUS was right there). No one is exactly thrilled about this, but at least it’s two weeks away from the RSM and his ongoing crusade to turn Tiger Lines into a Soviet Young Pioneer camp.

By now driving up Route Six in a Snatch is like flying up the Death Star trench in an X-Wing, so we’re trying something new. Instead of following the Tigris straight up to Maysan we’ll head forty miles west into the desert from Shaibah, then make a sharp right, up through the Rumaylah oil fields and the Central Marshes, flummoxing the militias and arriving dusty and triumphant in CAN like pioneers of the Old West. Ours is a smallish, experimental convoy, mainly Snatches, with three HGVs to prove the going for heavier vehicles. But if it works, this could be a whole new supply route for much larger convoys to al Amarah in future, avoiding Route Six entirely.

That was the plan anyway. And to be fair, it was going quite well. Right up until the HGV hit that messy tangle of power lines at the edge of the village in front of us. Route selection and reconnaissance, including a thorough check for obstacles – like, for example, electricity pylons three feet shorter than the tallest vehicle in your convoy – is the battlegroup engineer’s job. Which explains why he’s now standing on the verge staring blankly at an HGV wrapped in wiring, and presumably wondering whether the Deloitte grad scheme has any spaces left.

The first the HGV driver knew of it was a choked ‘blaaaaargh’ sound from his top cover as he was abruptly clotheslined, Stone Cold Steve Austin-style. Luckily it seems that this village is in the middle of a power cut, which means he’s at least avoided becoming a human earthing wire for the Iraqi national grid. Even more luckily we’d been going quite slowly, and several of the lines had snapped; a faster convoy, or newer power lines, and his head might well have ended up in the driver’s lap. I expect the RSM would still have made him do the next Shaibah Fun Run though.

The convoy commander – a red-faced PWRR major whose current vibe would make Ivan the Terrible look like Dipsy the Tellytubby – gives the battlegroup engineer some concise thoughts on how he feels today has gone so far. Then he stamps up and down the convoy, apparently working through all seven major stages of grief. Everyone else, me included, fixes their gaze on some imaginary point in the middle distance and tries not to catch his eye.

I can see why he’s grieving; up ahead there are at least another dozen power and telephone lines just like the one the HGV is tangled in. And the road we’re on is a single lane on top of a levee, with a fifteen-foot drop to marshes either side. There’s certainly nowhere obvious to turn the trucks around; the last main road was twenty miles ago. The ops room has already been on the net twice, enquiring with acid politeness about whether the valuable supplies in the HGVs couldn’t be put to better use in CAN, rather than on the outskirts of a small Iraqi village in the middle of fucking nowhere. And it will be dark in less than two hours.

Possibly somewhere between ‘denial’ and ‘bargaining’, the convoy commander stops stamping and bellows for all the officers to gather round the bonnet of his Snatch.

‘Right – fuck this,’ he announces. ‘If we don’t get a move on we’re going to be out here all night. Get back to your vehicles, and we’ll just fucking drive through.’

I glance at Godders, who raises an eyebrow. This village isn’t a known trouble spot; not least because we’re probably the first British soldiers they’ve ever seen. But drag racing down their high street and ripping out all their power lines is a good way of making it one. It’s a shame we don’t have Jonty here – he’s been on R&R and will join us in CAN – because the convoy commander outranks us all and I don’t like the look of the slightly mad gleam in his eye.

Like most of the PWRR, he seems very ‘Infantry’. That is to say he hasn’t yet encountered a problem in life which he doesn’t think can be solved with a knife-hand chop and a confident, ‘Right – fuck this.’ The battlegroup engineer is no use; he’s retired dazedly to his Snatch and is sitting in the front, staring through the windscreen like Whistler’s Mother. In my mind’s eye I can already see the locals pulling their AKs out from under their beds and ringing their boss to let them know they’ll be ten minutes late for work.

Mike is the senior troop leader and we all eye-fuck him relentlessly until he quietly clears his throat.

‘Er, sir . . . do you think we might instead want to think about . . .’

‘What the fuck is that guy doing?’ says Sgt Mason abruptly, from behind me.

I look up, and see an Iraqi standing on top of the HGV.

This isn’t unusual, of course; by this point in the campaign the locals are clambering on our vehicles on a regular basis. But those vehicles tend to be either upside down or on fire (or both), while the Iraqis hit them with their shoes and chant ‘Death to the British’. This Iraqi, by contrast, seems to want to help. He is brandishing a long wooden pole and gibbering animatedly to himself while he lifts up the power lines draped over the HGV’s cab.

He’s also only wearing one shoe and has a haircut like Stig of the Dump. In fact he’s clearly, God love him, what my grandmother would have called a ‘head-the-ball’.28 But he’s also the only man in this convoy with a plan. And it’s a good one, too. We drive the HGVs forward slowly, one by one, while the Wild Man of the Marshes leaps nimbly around on top of them holding the wires up with his stick so they can pass underneath. Every time he does, I steel myself for a blue flash and a breakdancing Iraqi to fall off our lorry, but it never happens. He must know something we don’t.

After about forty-five minutes we’re through. Our lovely assistant jumps to the ground and we pile water and rations at his feet in tribute, while he cooes and chuckles in delight. From the way the other locals gently lead him away by the arm as we leave, it does seem like he is some kind of ward of the village. I just hope there’s someone to look after him, and that he’s happy.

One thing’s for sure; we owe him. He might not be playing with quite the full deck, but he’s just saved us from a nasty detour, and potentially his own village from an abrupt return to the Stone Age. Perhaps most importantly, he’s gifted B Squadron a really excellent dig at the PWRR. After all, it’s not every day you see someone out-planned by a literal village idiot.

Tuesday, 11 July 2006 – Camp Abu Naji

We’ve been back in CAN all of twenty minutes before we’re reminded that – the RSM’s All Units Egg and Spoon Race Invitationals notwithstanding – Shaibah isn’t such a bad place after all. I’m cleaning out the Snatches with the troop when a roar like an Intercity 125 sends all of us sprawling in the dust. No one says anything; it is pure feral instinct. And I swear I actually see the fucker – a long black tube flashing past the top of the Hesco next to us – before there is a shattering explosion and the shrapnel whines overhead.

The rocket has landed just the other side of the wall; ten feet lower and Jonty would have been scrubbing a whole troop off the ration return. Brooksie is even luckier; he’d been on the other side of the wall, coming back from the loo. He’d stopped to tie a shoelace, he tells us later, and was about to stand up again when the rocket slammed into the sand forty yards ahead of him. He is untouched, but looks about one ill-timed party popper from bursting into tears.

This kind of thing is now par for the course in CAN, and people have started sleeping in their body armour. In response, we’ve dug in some mortars of our own. Not to fire back – the ban on lobbing high explosives into al Amarah still stands – but instead to put up illumination rounds. These burst at a height of about a thousand feet, ejecting a brilliant white flare that hangs under a parachute and floats to earth, lighting up the desert for hundreds of metres in every direction.

The theory seems to be that we’ll light up the militia mortar crews like rabbits being lamped, and that they’ll somehow stand frozen in shock for long enough for a Warrior full of hairy-arsed PWRR to turn up and kick their heads in. It feels like a long shot. Even better, CAN is now getting hit so much that in order to save ammunition, our own mortars only fire illum when something actually lands inside camp. I’m not an expert in counter-battery tactics, but it doesn’t feel like sending up an 80,000-candlepower ‘BULLSEYE!’ every time your enemy hits something important is the most sensible idea we’ve had this week.




[image: An illustration showing a landmine, nestled in the earth.]
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Wednesday, 12 July 2006 – Maysan

After three IDF attacks last night – two of which were good enough to qualify for a luminescent thumbs-up from our own mortars – it’s almost a relief to be told we’re heading out on patrol. According to Jonty our objective is the Iranian border, which lies about eighty miles north. We are to take two days’ rations, a Psychological Operations team, and a satellite phone; eighty miles is about seventy-five miles further than our radios can manage, even on a good day. We’ll be visiting remote police and border posts, flying the flag to the locals, and reminding everyone that – despite the fact they probably haven’t seen a British soldier in two years – we are actually still here.

We ditch the Snatches for open-top Land Rovers; according to CAN’s intelligence cell (Motto: ‘We Bet Your Life’), the IED threat further north is ‘minimal’ and if we stick to backroads we’ll be ‘golden’. Sgt Mason stares bleakly at the pigeon-chested corporal who tells us this and growls that if we do get IED’d, he should make sure he brings a ‘gumshield’, but we decide to take their word for it.

As the boys line the Land Rovers up in the morning sun, all roll bars and camouflage netting, it’s hard not to let your imagination wander. This is the Long Range Desert Group, the SAS, Paddy Mayne crouched behind a Vickers gun ready to give the Luftwaffe the Good News. This is adventure.

We stop by the front gate and pick up an interpreter. Musad looks like he’s in his mid-fifties, unusually old for a terp. From the way he trudges along the well-worn path from the accommodation block, carved out by the dragging feet of dozens like him, I guess that a two-day patrol to the Iranian border is not exactly top of his bucket list.

After a mile or so on Route Six, we plunge off it and onto the back roads north. They’re rutted single tracks, but our Land Rovers eat up every jolt. We only stop once, for a VP check on a dead cow next to the road. Carcasses are a popular spot for IEDs, the militias having rightly concluded that no one wants to root through Buttercup’s bloated corpse looking for a command wire. This time it’s Womack who loses the coin toss, and comes back five minutes later, gagging and threatening to wipe his hands all over Greene’s fucking face if he doesn’t stop laughing.

Then we’re away again; on our left the scrubby green fields of the Tigris flood plain, on our right a billiard flat desert. The miles slip away, every passing minute another sixty seconds away from CAN, and its mortars and rockets and rules about trousers. The troop is on cloud nine; my headset is filled with happy banter and even Womack sounds like he’s recovered.

It must have been catching, because a couple of hours later I hear myself suggesting we stop for a swim in a small stream coming off the Tigris. The OPTAG staff would have had an aneurism at the very thought of it, but we haven’t seen a soul in an hour and the sun is sparkling off the water in a way that tells me it’d be a crime to miss this chance.

Musad just shakes his head when we ask if he’s joining, and we leave Womack with his Minimi on the bank, but the rest of the troop are soon buck naked and frolicking like water nymphs. They all look very young. It’s easy to forget that under the layers of uniform and Robocop body armour there are such gawky adolescent bodies. Except for Sgt Mason, of course, who looks like a silverback at a swimming gala. God knows what their mothers think.

We arrive at our first stop – a small village called Ali al Gharbi – in such good spirits that even a two-hour inspection of the police station can’t wipe the grins off our faces. It’s the usual story. Half the workforce are at their cousins’ funeral in Baghdad, the keys to the evidence locker are with Mahmoud, who’s visiting the outermost ice-water rings of Saturn, and the station itself would make the Marie Celeste look lively. But it’s hard to get annoyed on a day like this.

We don’t even miss a beat when the station commander looks us straight in the eye and tells us he doesn’t think there’s any smuggling here. This is a spectacular fib, even for the Iraqi police – we’re five miles from the Iranian border and this bit sees more illicit trading than the Barbary Coast – but we just nod and smile anyway.

While Sgt Mason finishes up, I wander outside to see how the PsyOps team are getting on. It’s a grand title for a couple of chubby reservists who’ve been rushed through a brief course on the myriad complexities of the human mind (which should take, as far as the Army’s concerned, just shy of two weeks) and poured into a set of desert combats. Then again, you don’t exactly need to be Derren Brown to hand out a few leaflets and play pre-recorded Arabic messages on a loudspeaker. And the local press is streets ahead of us in the propaganda game anyway.

One of the most popular headlines at the moment is about how we’re losing a hundred soldiers killed per week, but then loading the corpses into a Hercules and pushing them all out over the Persian Gulf so no one finds out. Another is that we have released a scourge of man-eating honey badgers into Basra to terrorise the local population. You have to take your hat off to the journalists responsible; they make the Sunday Sport look like the FT Market Report. They have also so convinced the locals that the Army recently had to put out a press release saying: ‘We can categorically state that we have not released man-eating honey badgers into Basra.’

I find the PsyOps team surrounded by a smallish crowd and ask them what they’ve gleaned about the locals’ feelings. Dick all, is the refreshingly honest answer. They don’t speak a lick of Arabic between them and we’ve got the only interpreter on the patrol inside the police station. Still, no one’s stoning us, so they’d give it a solid 8/10 for atmospherics.

I pick up one of the leaflets they’re handing out. It’s a two-panel cartoon; the right one shows a darkened alleyway filled with demonic eyes, and three children clutching at one another in terror. The other one shows a pair of terrorists locked in a cage, with the same children gleefully playing football next to it. On the back is a phone number for CAN. Underneath is some Arabic script, which presumably tells the reader that if they’re tired of life, they can always commit suicide by ringing it up and reporting local militia activity to the British Army. I don’t expect we get many takers; CAN is seventy miles away, but it may as well be on the moon as far as the people of Ali al Gharbi are concerned.

Time is ticking on, so we leave our new friends with their leaflets and tell them that we hope they find them helpful (or at least absorbent). Then we head out into the desert. We will lie up somewhere remote overnight before dropping in on a couple of border forts tomorrow.

This area was one of the most bitterly contested fronts in the Iran–Iraq war, and all around us is a warren of trench systems, revetments, and vast defensive earthworks which must have held battalions of tanks back in the day. It’s also seeded with about 25 million landmines, so we stick to marked tracks for our sightseeing. We stop for a quick VP check and I spot a helmet lying on the verge. I pick it up; it’s made of some kind of compressed canvas and has ‘Product of Korea’ stamped on the inside. I wonder which one. The poor bastards.

An hour or so after leaving Ali al Gharbi, we find a good spot and leaguer up the vehicles. While the boys sort themselves out for the night Sgt Mason and I chat to Musad, the interpreter. It soon becomes clear why he’s been in such a funk all day; this is the exact sector he’d fought in during the Iran–Iraq war.

No wonder he’s been low; while we’ve been Gumball-rallying through the desert and going wild swimming, he’s been curled up in the back of my Land Rover reliving the worst years of his life to the soundtrack of some foreign knucklehead prattling on about the awesome blown-up tank he’s just seen. He had spent three years up here, he tells us. I stare at the battered moonscape around me; it certainly puts our bitching about the Welfare Sauna into perspective. Apparently the Iranians had had regiments of artillery in the mountains on their side of the border, so you could only move at night. Once, he’d moved during the day. And they’d caught him in the open.

At this Musad pulls up his shirt and shows us a colossal, jagged scar running diagonally across practically his entire torso. We gape. He must have been gutted like a fish. He’d been taking ammunition to a forward machine-gun post, he explains, when an Iranian shell had exploded a few yards away, ripping open his chest and stomach and bowling him into a slight dip in the ground. He’d called for help but knew it was useless; any kind of rescue attempt would only have prompted more shells. He could either wait for nightfall, if he even lived that long, or make his own way back. So he’d made his own way back.

Too afraid to roll onto his front in case his intestines fell out, he had used his heels to push himself, inch by inch, the hundred yards back to his own trench. By some miracle he’d survived long enough to reach a field surgeon, who had sewn him up with 400 stitches and packed him off home to Basra. He hadn’t been back here since. Until the British Army had stuck him in the back of a Land Rover and taken him on a Magical Mystery Tour through a twenty-year back catalogue of psychological anguish.

Well, there’s not much you can say to that – ‘sorry’ doesn’t really cut it when you’ve just accidentally press-ganged someone onto the Good Ship PTSD and pushed them firmly down the slipway. So we leave Musad with his thoughts, and some ration pack Biscuits (Fruit) by way of a gesture. The poor man.

The sun in the desert sets fast, but the moon’s so bright you could have read a newspaper article about the British Army’s latest model of hunter-killer honey badger by it. With the boys bedded down, I wander slowly away from our leaguer into the greyscale desert. In the distance I can just make out the gas flares from oil wells further south, painting the horizon a dull orange. Otherwise there is not a trace of human life to be seen.

I squat for a moment in the sand and stare back at the dark outlines of the vehicles. The air is utterly still. Even a small cough from one of the cot beds a hundred yards away sounds like a gunshot, and I wonder how Musad is doing in this blanketing silence, surrounded by his ghosts. I don’t think I have ever been anywhere so remote, and it is awesome – in the original meaning of the word. Not to mention the most serene poo I’ve ever had.

Thursday, 13 July 2006 – Iran–Iraq border

We’re up at dawn and after a quick breakfast we start driving towards the border fort we’re due to visit. I keep a close eye on my GPS; despite the fact that the countryside round here looks like the Maginot Line, there’s no actual fence showing where Iraq finishes and Iran starts. Even if there were, the Iranians don’t give a tinker’s toss about trivial shit like internationally recognised borders and will happily light up anyone they consider is getting too close. Either way, I don’t fancy accidentally leading the first British invasion of Persia since 1941, so I tell Sgt Mason to keep checking his GPS too.

After about an hour we arrive at the fort. It’s been built for the Iraqis by American engineers. They’ve clearly been watching a lot of Beau Geste; it has whitewashed walls, a guard tower in each corner, and crenellations cut into the wall at the top. About a kilometre away, on the other side of the border, is another fort almost exactly like it. As we climb out of the Land Rovers I can see some small figures milling about on its roof. They pull a tarpaulin off something that looks a lot like a heavy machine gun. It’s all willy-waving, of course – they’re almost certainly not going to use it – but they do appear to have quite a big and dangerous-looking willy, so we don’t hang about getting inside the fort and out of sight.

The guys who garrison this place are from the Department of Border Enforcement. It’s a new outfit but the basic border-guard job description is as old as time; sit in your fort, stare at your opposite number sitting in his fort, and try not to put a bullet in your brain with the sheer unrelenting tedium of it all.

The DBE boys have two main jobs. The first is to keep an eye on the Iranians and make sure they don’t invade, in which they seem to do a decent job; we certainly haven’t seen a single Ayatollah the whole time we’ve been here. The second is to stem the endless tide of smuggled goods across the border, in which they seem to make King Canute look like a fucking effective operator. It’s not entirely their fault: each fort has to cover a shade over thirty kilometres of border, and the smugglers have been at it for generations. But that doesn’t stop this area being a major crossing point for everything from consumer electronics to the same 107mm Chinese rockets that are scaring the shit out of everyone in CAN three times a night.

The DBE seem delighted that we’re here. And it’s not the usual feigned pleasure, stalling you at the front door with pistachio nuts and tea while someone else hides all the smuggled VCRs. This feels genuine. Once they’ve got over the fact of their real-life human visitors, they even insist on laying on breakfast. I get the distinct sense that no one comes to see these lads much.

If we thought the police live in austere conditions, the DBE is something else. The shift pattern is supposed to be three weeks on and one week off, explains Musad, but such are the vagaries of transport and resupply that some of them end up doing months at a time. There is a generator and a well, but that’s about it for creature comforts.

We sit down for breakfast and a chat. They’ve provided some bread and tea, while we contribute a few ration packs, which as far as the DBE are concerned is the tasting menu at The Fat Duck. As they tuck into British Army corned beef hash with broad smiles – there is a first time for everything – I ask Musad what the DBE do for fun. He doesn’t translate the question. He just stares at me briefly then answers out of the side of his mouth.

‘These men are here for a long time,’ he murmurs.

‘Well, yeah. But what do they do for fun? Do they have a television?’

‘It is a very long time,’ repeats Musad gravely. ‘Sometimes for months they do not see their families, or their wives.’

‘Yes, but what do they do all day? You know, when they’re not doing patrols or on sentry. Sports? You know, football?’

Musad looks me straight in the eye, and sighs.

‘There is no room for football. The guards have nothing, the Ministry sends them nothing. They are here for a . . . very . . . long . . . time,’ he says, very deliberately. ‘They must find . . . other things to do.’

I stare back at him for a moment. Then my eyes must have widened, for Musad nods his head almost imperceptibly.

‘Other . . . things?’ I whisper.

‘Other things,’ he confirms solemnly.

I look back at the convivial little group around the breakfast plates. They do seem very close. I’d taken it for the natural camaraderie of men who spend all their time together, but on reflection there is quite a lot of arm touching. I think back to when they came out to say hello. Had one of those guards been riding another one piggy-back, or was I misremembering things?

Then I catch the eye of the DBE guard sitting opposite me. He is wearing eyeliner. And not the light touch of kohl you sometimes see on the older Iraqis; this lad looks ready to be the face of Elizabeth Arden’s Spring collection. He smiles coquettishly then bats his eyelids and looks away. Holy shit.

It shouldn’t be a surprise, of course. Firstly, these men are soldiers, and it’s a well-documented fact that we’ve all been fiddling with one another since the Sacred Band of Thebes. Secondly, they live in a country where even the suggestion of pre-marital sex is a pretty reliable precursor to a bout of epic inter-familial bloodletting. Finally, they’re in the DBE, who can probably add ‘living in the middle of fucking nowhere’ to a long list of reasons they won’t be pinging a bra strap any time soon.

That’s not to say, of course, that some of these guys wouldn’t still be gay in any other circumstances; I’m sure the DBE are as spread all over the wondrous scatterplot of human sexuality as the rest of us. But it’s quite likely that lots of them are batting for the same team mainly because most of the other side have been forced into a niqab and locked in the changing rooms by their mothers until some poor bastard can scrape together a year’s wages for a dowry. Maybe it’s Maybelline, maybe it’s just because Mahmoud looks fine as hell when it’s been three months since you so much as saw a woman. I doubt they’d even consider themselves gay; like Musad said, they probably just see it as, ‘other things to do’.

More power to them as far as I’m concerned. They can put ‘I Will Survive’ on loop and run their border post like the Stonewall Inn if they want, as long as they at least try to stop the Iranians shipping high explosives over the border.

Fortunately it seems that unlike for the police, no one up in HQ has yet had time to draw up 45,000 questions on recycling policies or who the mental health first aider is for the DBE. So after a quick wander round and the usual empty promises to look into getting them a Smeg fridge and an espresso machine, we make our excuses.

It’s probably not a moment too soon; a couple of the guards seem to have conceived a violent affection for Cameron and keep trying to wrestle him. You can tell from Cameron’s face that he’s started to wonder whether all this horseplay is quite normal. The last thing I need is to explain to Jonty that one of my soldiers is now working as an indentured sex slave in a remote DBE fort, so after what briefly becomes some kind of erotically charged tickle fight, we prise Cameron out of their arms then head back to the Land Rovers.

We need to go south next; there’s a tarmac road but it looks like it goes the long way round. Before we leave, I ask one of the guards what they reckon about using the various tracks I can see marked on my map instead. It’s probably not best practice to ask the locals for advice like this, but these guys are DBE not police, and they all seem pretty on side. My new pal beams, nods vigorously, and via Musad, pronounces the tracks ‘totally fine’.

Ten minutes later, it becomes evident that the DBE have
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