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Raised in urgent, clouded days, the Commandos hardened
themselves for battle by sea, land or air, in which nothing was
certain except the hazards they would have to face. To them,
danger was a spur, and the unknown but a challenge.

HM Queen Elizabeth, the Queen Mother,
unveiling the Spean Bridge Commando Memorial, Achnacarry
27 September 1952
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AUTHOR’S NOTES

This is the story of the Royal Marines’ 3rd Commando Brigade, which was at war for seven long, exhausting, exhilarating, dangerous, successful months during the Afghan winter of 2008 to 2009.

Having chronicled brief passages of the Brigade’s previous sojourn across Helmand during Operation Herrick 5 in 3 Commando Brigade, Helmand, it had not been my intention to repeat the experience but … Knowing that this would be an account aimed not so much at the serving Corps but rather at those who might consider serving, Headquarters, Royal Marines, agreed with Ebury Publishing’s suggestion. Unfettered permission was then granted for me to interview whomever I felt was necessary to obtain a good cross-section of tales from the front line.

The Brigade’s mission in 2008 was not to destroy the Taliban across all six provinces of Regional Command (South), but to defeat the insurgents in order that good Afghan governance could flourish under the authority of the Provincial Governors, for the undoubted benefit of the local communities. If guaranteeing that governance had to involve engaging with Taliban fighters then that had to be, but it was not a prime aim during the Commando Brigade’s watch.

Local governance in Helmand, assisted and supported by the Provincial Reconstruction Team and British Government-appointed stabilisation advisers, built schools, for so long prevented or destroyed by the Taliban; opened new health clinics for both sexes; monitored the symbolic and significant wheat seed distribution programme; secured the conditions for voter registration; constructed the first new, custom-built police station in the country; and inaugurated a province-wide radio station.

Men from the Brigade destabilised the Taliban across the south, unearthed significant hoards of arms, ammunition and IED-making equipment, while always uncovering and then destroying vast quantities of drugs and the wherewithal for processing the raw opium, harvested from poppies.

Yes, Taliban were killed in their hundreds but unlike some – more often the ‘embedded media’ who seldom see the wider picture beyond the limited horizon of a battlefield – the well-trained serviceman knows that the success of a military operation tends to be in inverse proportion to a large body count on either side. The removal of the insurgency’s leaders by whatever means is important but, in the long term, the reconciliation of the Taliban’s locally bred and poorly trained ‘foot soldiers’ was more so.

As with all British brigades operating in southern Afghanistan, this is a tale of courage, endurance and supreme professionalism, all backed up by sheer dogged determination and patience – needed for success at both the social and political levels – as well as by the point of the bayonet.

In the space available it has been possible to follow only a very small selection of the actions seen through the eyes of the junior commanders and marines who took part. The tale must be regarded as merely a series of selected vignettes illustrating the marine commando at his best; doing what he does best, and doing what he likes doing best (or, second best!). Thus this story is very definitely not history; nor, equally definitely, is it complete.

I have made little mention of the daily grind experienced by, for instance, the marines and soldiers of 45 Commando Battle Group, including those of the 2nd Battalion Royal Gurkha Rifles. These men patrolled daily out of their besieged patrol and forward operating bases to face down the Taliban intent on preventing legal governance, progress and reconstruction. Often a thankless task, it was undertaken skilfully and courageously, as was the task assigned to 1 Rifles as the operational mentoring and liaison team battalion. Their work remains fundamental to the future of Afghanistan and yet it receives little or no recognition. One day, I hope.

The Commando Logistic Regiment with its near-superhuman Combat Logistic Patrols under permanent IED threat also more than deserve their own story to be told. Again, one day.

Nor has there been room to mention, let alone describe, the dozens upon dozens of stand-alone operations that marked the whole of the Commando Brigade’s tour. All these were supported by the gallant – more than gallant – sappers of 24 Commando Regiment, Royal Engineers; the stalwart gunners of 29 Commando Regiment, Royal Artillery; and the valiant technicians of the 3rd Battalion Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers, who simply never stopped even when under fire and extreme pressure. The Scimitar light tanks of the Queen’s Dragoon Guards were in almost continual vigilance and attendance throughout: always there, always ready, always on time and always on target.

It is a story that should also have included, had space allowed, even more of the hundreds of heroes in Helmand other than those whose exploits are almost daily in the news: the ‘unsung’ gunners, sappers, signallers, medical and logistical teams who all deserve full public praise, as do the fixed- and rotary-wing air crew and their ground staff; the tanks and vehicle crews; the post-room workers, clerks, electricians, plumbers, cooks, cleaners and laundry staff and indeed everyone who is needed to keep the equivalent of a small town and the people who operate out of it – and in a war zone at that – active, healthy, clean and safe.

[image: image]

The marines of the Commando Brigade brought with them to Helmand that extra edge that only thirty-two weeks of the toughest and longest infantry training course in the world can offer: the stamina that manifested itself time and time again as they completed lengthy ‘yomps’ across the deserts, carrying close to their own body weight, then through the green zone and, most dangerous of all, between miles of hostile compounds.

This remarkable endurance was best demonstrated by 42 Commando’s L Company who, during Operation Sond Chara, yomped for over sixty kilometres, not only fighting three major battles on the way but also under continual threat of ambush and IED. If that was not sapping enough, much of the operation was conducted in what were accurately described as Somme-like conditions. That they tragically lost just one man – Lance Corporal Ben Whatley, a ‘tough, uncompromising commando’ who, characteristically, was leading his men into action when he was killed – is added testament to their personal battle skills, extreme fitness, exemplary field craft, training and dedication. When the whole of Operation Herrick comes to be written, L Company’s ‘sixty-kilometre yomp in contact’ will be held up as one of the supreme performances of all who will have fought in Helmand Province.

But there were others, of course: 45 Commando Battle Group’s remarkable achievements during the eight-phase Operation Diesel were the ultimate examples of painstakingly planned and meticulously executed commando helicopter assaults at night. Supported by a lengthy Brigade Reconnaissance Force decoy patrol across the desert and through the mountains, the whole was a classic example of a commando forces, all-arms raid.

The conduct of the hastily-brought-together Battle Group Centre South during Operation Sond Chara, with the Princess of Wales’s Royal Regiment, and Estonian Infantry in support, will be studied for years to come as a prime illustration of intelligent, counter-insurgent operations executed in concert with local authorities.

Nor did any ground operation take place without the painstaking efforts of the Information Exploitation Group, whose tireless, never-ending input to the intelligence picture was fundamental to every successful operation – that there were no failed operations is a worthy testament to the IX Group’s proficiency: this was cerebral soldiering at its very highest level.

A similar accomplishment was that of 42 Commando on Operations Aabi Toorah 2B and 2C, supported by the Commando’s own Reconnaissance Force and, as with 45’s operations, by the British Army’s Apache attack helicopters; RAF Chinooks; Royal Navy Sea Kings, Lynxes and Harriers; and the United States’ Sea Stallions, Black Hawks, Cobras and B-1B bombers.

And no mention of Helmand would be complete without praising the Ammunition Technical Officers – the ATOs, or bomb-disposal experts – of the Royal Logistics Corps, without whose selfless exposure to danger from IEDs many, many more British and civilian lives would have been lost.

Photographs are always a tricky subject. Every professional image captured by an official military photographer is deemed to be Crown Copyright. Having received over 5,000 photographs – many from private sources – it has not been possible for me to credit them all other than to record their ‘official’ status, although where it has been possible to identify the individual photographer I have done so. Those official photographers whose names are known are: Petty Officer (Photographer) Dave Husbands of the Command Support (IX) Group; Leading Airman (Photo-grapher) ‘Gaz’ Faulkner of 42 Commando and Leading Airman (Photographer) Nick Tryon of 45 Commando. Others whose photographs will be found between these covers include Colonel Rory Copinger-Symes of Brigade Headquarters; Major Andy Watkins, attached to 1 Rifles; Major Chris Haw of the Brigade Reconnaissance Force; Major Marcus Taylor of the Commando Logistic Regiment; Lieutenant Commander Rob Stevens of the Commando Helicopter Force: Captain Orlando Rogers of 42 Commando; Corporal ‘Bugsy’ Malone of 45 Commando and Marine Jeff Saayman of 42 Commando.

The maps have, once again, been drawn by Tim Mitchell – a Royal Marines signaller for ten years – of Tim Mitchell Designs. I am as delighted with the results here as I was with those he drew for 3 Commando Brigade, Helmand.

Inevitably the list of ‘thank-yous’ is a long one. With the now-mandatory permission of the MOD needed prior to any interview being held during ‘service time’ (and having to pay for that time), almost everyone listed below was happy to forfeit an off-duty, stand-easy lunch, evening or weekend in order to assist in compiling this brief snapshot of a handful of operations during Herrick 9. Some helped by merely saying ‘yes’ to my requests for information before pointing me in the right direction and then letting me get on with it. I am extremely grateful to everyone whose names – in no specific order – are recorded here, and to those whose help had to go unacknowledged in the text. I have not been able to incorporate direct, attributable quotes but where relevant I have used extracts from interviews to enhance the story (ranks are those believed to have been held at the time of interview):

Major General Andy Salmon whose initial encouragement was paramount to the project. Brigadier Gordon Messenger, Colonel Martin Smith, Colonel Rory Copinger-Symes, Lieutenant Colonel Al Litster, Major Chris Haw, Captain Chris Gardiner and WO1 (RSM) Marc Wicks all kindly gave me the initial interviews on which so much could then be built.

Captain John Hillier’s help is always invaluable coupled with permission to copy, quote and plagiarise from his marvellous journal, The Globe and Laurel: without this assistance so much colour would be missing. Lieutenant Commander Paula Rowe (Chief Media Ops during Herrick 9 and now of the MOD) offered patient understanding and advice that has been more than appreciated. The Brigade Media Team led by Sergeant Warren Keay-Smith pointed me in various directions, including the vital map store and the ever-helpful Sergeant Martin Cochrane.

Lieutenant Colonel Andrew McInerney and Captain Nick George of the Command Support Group Royal Marines (now renamed as 30 Commando Information Exploitation Group, Royal Marines) were tireless in their support.

Lieutenant Colonel Jim Morris managed to fit me in over lunch before accompanying the then Secretary of State for Defence to Headley Court, while Lieutenant Colonel Oliver Lee, his PMC and the officers of 45 Commando made me welcome at Arbroath before a series of interviews cleverly orchestrated by Lieutenant Simon Williamson, Royal Navy. Major Nicky Jepson’s huge help with 3 Commando Brigade, Helmand has now been over-matched by even more help for this book. Those others in ‘45’ who also gave their time so generously include: Major Rich Maltby, Major Rich Parvin, Major Niki Cavill, Captain Neill McCurry, Sergeant Dave Taylor, Corporal John Ballance, Corporal Wayne Harrison, Corporal Ian Bishop, Warrant Officer 2 Kev Cheeseman, Warrant Officer 1 (RSM) Steven Shepherd and Colour Sergeant Matthew Wildgoose.

Lieutenant Colonel Charlie Stickland, Major Oli Coryton and the RSM Warrant Officer 1, Dom Collins, set the ball rolling at 42 Commando, followed by Major Adam Crawford, Warrant Officer 2 Adrian Webb, Marine Stuart Pinkawa, Corporal John Prideaux, Sergeant Adrian Foster, Lance Corporal Chris Bedford, Marine Jeff Saayman, Marine Ben Tomlinson, Marine John Fulton, Corporal Jonathan Mosley, Sergeant Dermot Buckley, Marine Pete O’Hanlon, Major Reggie Turner, Major Rich Cantrill, Major Jules Wilson, Sergeant Noel Connolly, Sergeant Richie Guy and Warrant Officer 2 Ed Stout.

Lieutenant Colonel Haydn White – late of the Helmand Provincial Reconstruction Team – provided, over a long Saturday, excellent source material during a fascinating interview.

Major Andy Watkins offered a closely detailed account of events on 12 March 2009 when Naval Medical Attendant Kate Nesbitt won her Military Cross: it was a privilege to meet her, too.

Ali Nightingale of Ebury Publishing has shown great patience, as has my eternally long-suffering agent, Robin Wade, whose own fascinating military career might, one day, deserve scrutiny! Belinda Jones has helped edit the manuscript in a most masterful manner for which I am exceedingly grateful. Thanks to the very tight deadline, my family and especially my wife, Patricia, have once again borne my prolonged absences with fortitude – and, possibly, with gratitude!

Opinions expressed that are not directly attributable are mine, for which I take full responsibility. The views of those interviewed do not represent those of the Ministry of Defence.

Finally, I pay tribute to all those wounded in the course of Operation Herrick 9 and especially to those forty-four men who paid the ultimate sacrifice, of whom twenty were Royal Marines. We shall remember them.



PROLOGUE

‘CONTACT – WAIT OUT.’

A swift diagnosis was needed as Kate leapt into the small trench. From her first glance she knew instantly that it was going to be touch and go. The round appeared to have hit Jon’s right shoulder webbing, ricocheting through the top of his left lip, through his teeth and tongue and exiting through his neck, blowing away much of his left jaw and the back of his tongue as it did so.

The danger lay with Jon’s inability to breathe. As she knelt by his head, a new burst of fire smacked into the ground around their position.

‘Get down, Kate. On your bloody belt buckle.’ Captain Foster tugged at her webbing as, kneeling, Kate struggled to rid herself of her medical Bergen. She couldn’t do that lying down.

Jon List was barely alive: drifting in and out of consciousness, spluttering on his own blood and with a failing breath rate … Kate tried desperately to find a pulse.

 

Operation Herrick 9 was executed in Afghanistan between September 2008 and April 2009 by the marines of the 3rd Commando Brigade, Royal Marines; 1st Battalion The Rifles; and various supporting arms. For many who took part, it was not their first time in the maelstrom that is Afghanistan; for most, it was not their first time in battle. This is their story.

The Royal Marines’ mission during Operation Herrick 9 was to secure and stabilise earmarked areas of responsibility, and then work in conjunction with the area’s Provincial Reconstruction Team to extend and deepen the influence and affect of the Afghan government across Helmand Province.

Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs) are made up of military officers, diplomats and reconstruction experts, whose efforts set in place the infrastructure and facilities for good, democratic governance in unstable areas. This was achieved by continuing the training and mentoring of the Afghan army and police force – training that is carried out by international forces’ operational mentoring and liaison teams (OMLTs) – which in turn enabled a variety of other projects to be in place during each brigade’s tour of duty.

The Commando Brigade’s aim was not to destroy the Taliban, but to break its hold on local territories. By becoming a force for good in areas of responsibility, as opposed to the presence of menace and threat, hearts and minds would be convinced, and the rebuilding of a democratic Afghanistan could continue and strengthen.

One young woman who had not been in Afghanistan before but who, on the morning of 12 March 2009, was into her sixth month of Operation Herrick 9, was Able Seaman Class 1 Kate Nesbitt. A blonde, twenty-two-year-old Royal Navy medical attendant over 680 kilometres from the sea, Kate was one of two medics working at Patrol Base Jaker, Helmand Province.

As bullets screamed overhead during their latest contact, Captain John Foster, the second in command of C Company, 1 Rifles, was desperate to make himself heard above the eardrum-piercing crack and no less dangerous buzz of the Taliban’s incoming 7.62 bullets.

‘For Christ’s sake, Kate, stay down! Stay down! You’re fucking being shot at!’ He tugged at the naval medic’s Osprey body armour, but she shook him off.

‘I know!’ Kate yelled too, trying to raise her voice above the whizz of the now-familiar Afghan ‘bees’. ‘I know I’m being fucking shot at but I’m trying to save Listy’s life here! Now bloody well hold on to this …!’

The patois of combat does not change over the years.

Kate Nesbitt should not have been there at all. Having worked in care homes as a teenager, her desire to remain in medicine was satisfied when, in December 2005, she was accepted into HMS Raleigh for basic naval training before being posted to Aldershot for fourteen months’ medical training and a final four months in HMS Nottingham to wind everything up. As her father and brother were Royal Marines, she then volunteered for service at the Commando Training Centre, Lympstone. Here she received the signal posting her to 3 Commando Brigade for Operation Herrick 9.

When the number of medics from all branches of the armed forces required for Afghanistan had increased, Kate had been pleased: with the Royal Marine Commando Brigade about to take the lead in action in Helmand, that number would be predominantly from the naval service.

Life at the Commando Training Centre prepared Kate well for her forthcoming deployment: she provided medical cover for commando courses in all their phases, often spending up to two weeks in the field with the young recruits, especially on Dartmoor and at Sennybridge. And as part of her preparation for her forthcoming operational tour, Kate joined the Commando Logistic Regiment’s Medical Squadron at Chivenor in north Devon.

Kate arrived in Helmand on 26 September 2008 and the next day moved into Camp Shorabak. She was to have been sent to Sangin and the headquarters of Battle Group North with 45 Commando but as this was her first operational tour, it was decided that a quieter introduction to life on the front line would be better and so she was appointed to 1 Rifles, the operational mentoring and liaison team battalion.

For the first months, Kate was based in Camp Shorabak, the base for the Afghan National Army’s 4th Kandak (battalion) of the 3rd Brigade of the 205th Corps, about 30 kilometres north-east across the desert from Lashkar Gah. As one of six medics mentoring their opposite number in the ANA, Kate found herself in the frustrating position of being confined to the base: as a woman, no one was quite sure how the ANA ‘warriors’ – the name for their private soldiers – would accept being treated medically by a woman, so, until R&R or until opinions altered, Kate was restricted to Camp Shorabak. She managed to escape on a few occasions, however, but due to the operating procedures in place at the time, she was always required to have a British male medic with her as a chaperon.

More permanent than the supposedly temporary but comparatively comfortable Camp Bastion, which was about twenty minutes’ drive away across the sand, rubble and scrub of the dasht, Shorabak was linked to Camp Tombstone – itself an adjunct to Camp Bastion. Kate’s sickbay was a Nissen hut with a wall dividing it in two; the other half being the US military’s Ops room.

With its concrete buildings and air conditioning, Shorabak was certainly not as spartan as Patrol Base Jaker but it was definitely an Afghan base, with only rudimentary facilities for the British. These included a basic cricket pitch that, although it had seen better days, was still in use. Britain vs Afghanistan were closely fought games; when on the losing side, the Afghans would complain that they could not afford proper cricket balls with which to practise.

Separate kitchens served good English food prepared by cooks from 1 Rifles, who even managed theme nights each Friday, to which Americans from their nearby Camp Tombstone would be invited. Kate was surprised to find that there was a laundry manned by members of the base staff, computers for internet access, telephones, a fully equipped gym and, luxury of all luxuries, flushing lavatories. Kate and her colleagues slept in cot beds – under which they kept their weapons – with duvets.

There were no Christian compounds of worship but the camp boasted the newest mosque in the province. It was, though, in a war zone.
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During one of Kate’s chaperoned patrols, she first met Andy Watkins, a Royal Marines major on secondment and commanding C Company, 1 Rifles, who mentioned that his medic was due on leave and that he was going to be short of medical cover. Jumping at the implied offer, she was accepted on a two-week trial.

Luckily for Kate, those two weeks extended to four weeks. During that time, she covered a number of minor operations when her physical fitness, although severely tested, was never found wanting. But fitness to operate under battle conditions was just as important as muscle and stamina: to think and act quickly, clearly and calmly while under fire or when exhausted, and often both at once. No quarter was given to gender on the battlefield as Kate had earlier discovered during endless realistic training exercises at the Commando Training Base at Lympstone. There she had to carry a stretcher as swiftly and as far as the next man, and prove herself better at administering first aid than the men. When the day ended, she had to dig her own shellscrape and erect her own ‘bivvy’, all the while offering a medic’s sympathy and care.

Luck continued to play its part, as when C Company’s medic returned from his mid-tour R&R, the only other medic of C Company went home for good, and the post was permanently hers.

Little did she know it, but Kate’s current patient, Lance Corporal Jon List, should not have been out in the thick of things, either. On being posted to Afghanistan, he was due to join the battalion’s intelligence cell but had asked to see his company commander, declaring that he wanted to fight.

‘Don’t we all?’ had come the reply. ‘You’ll be in a fight, all right!’

Six months before deploying to southern Afghanistan as a now-permanent manoeuvre unit within the Commando Brigade, 1 Rifles had been earmarked to oversee and train the Afghan National Army (ANA) by carrying out operational mentoring and liaison team duties.

In earlier years, the work of the inadequately equipped OMLTs in Afghanistan had been conducted with difficulty due to the daily, intense fighting that was taking place. This was to have consequences: during Operation Herrick 5, carried out from November 2006 to April 2007, for example, 45 Commando had taken over from a unit who had been unable to concentrate on this aspect due to the demands of day-to-day fighting. As a result, they had not enjoyed a comfortable ride with the ANA. Thus, as the importance of the operational mentoring and liaison teams’ duties became apparent over the months that followed, the role was afforded additional attention, with units more carefully chosen and diligently trained. One of Operation Herrick 9’s main aims was to concentrate on mentoring and liaison team issues.

The task of mentoring and training the Afghan National Army, not only in Helmand Province but across the whole of Afghanistan, is not an enviable one. It is a difficult, dangerous but vital job, recognised as such because it is widely agreed that once the Afghan military and police forces are at full recruitment level, and trained, the International Security Assistance Forces (ISAF) will be able – as an experienced American general put it – to pack up and go home. The day is some way off but is coming, the main sticking point now being the Afghan National Police, who are proving less easy to train due to tribal allegiances and the temptation of easy money made from drugs and low-level extortion.

So in any ‘normal’ society, it is not the Afghan National Army warriors that the civilian population want to see on their streets, any more than Britons would want to see infantry patrolling Britain’s city streets. In a well-run society, it is the role of the civil authorities, and not the army, to maintain law and order: the Afghan National Army may well reach its target to the satisfaction of NATO, but it is the police force’s recruitment target figure that is, in the long term, the more important, and will be the more difficult to achieve.

It is not a task for the unprepared or the unprofessional but, under the redoubtable command of their commanding officer, Lieutenant Colonel Joe Cavanagh, 1 Rifles was certainly equal to their mentoring task. In April 2009, they were eventually able to hand over to their successors an Afghan kandak that was not only trained for battle but one that was also, crucially, battle hardened.

By 12 March 2009 – the day that was to become so important to Kate Nesbitt – the harsh conditions of Patrol Base Jaker, deep in the Taliban heartland of Nawa, were all too familiar to both the 4th Kandak, and to 1 Rifle’s C Company.

Under the command of Major Andy Watkins, C Company had deployed to Helmand Province on 22 September 2008 and was soon established in the Garmsir district centre in Forward Operating Base Delhi. It was in Garmsir’s ruined agricultural college that a captain in the Royal Irish Regiment, Doug Beattie, had been relieved from his near-siege circumstances and heroic command in September 2006 by the Information Exploitation Group of the 3rd Commando Brigade: since Beattie’s and his soldiers’ action, Forward Operating Base Delhi and the notorious Jugroom Fort, a few kilometres south along the Helmand River, had remained in ISAF hands, growing in size and becoming more secure as time passed. Growing, too, had been the number of outlying patrol bases that had been established to help widen the footprint of Battle Group South.

Jaker was fairly typical of a patrol base in the green zone (the well-irrigated, two- or three-kilometre-wide agricultural stretch either side of the Helmand River). A commandeered compound, it was reinforced by the ubiquitous wire-and-canvas collapsible HESCO Bastion containers filled with sand and rubble as quickly deployed protection; rudimentary but effective. Inside, conditions were sparse, unyielding and dusty: a tough environment that the human inhabitants shared with an eclectic population of mostly verminous wildlife, which was often potentially lethal. Food was always out of a tin or packet, water was bottled and beds were basic, uncomfortable, public and prey to mosquitoes. The ablution arrangements were also grim: showers, available on the rarest of days, were taken from a black bag that had been left to warm slowly in the winter sun, while a trip to the lavatories was always enlivened by the thousands of flies. Overhead cover against deadly munitions was also minimal.

Before leaving their base near Chepstow, south Wales, 1 Rifle’s C Company had been reduced in size to just forty-four riflemen in order to be officer- and senior non-commissioned officer-heavy for the operational mentoring of the ANA’s officers, non-commissioned officers and soldiers.

Now, on this March day in 2009, the men – and one woman – of Patrol Base Jaker were preparing for another ‘advance to combat’. It was the second day of a three-day operation called Operation Tor Tapus 2 – a contribution to the wider operation of Operation Aabi Toorah 2C – to which everyone was looking forward, albeit with the usual mix of anticipation, excitement and a modicum of well-controlled fear.

Despite a fatality a few days earlier, all wanted to help fulfil Major Watkins’s desire to push back the enemy in Nawa in order to keep Patrol Base Jaker viable. This enduring role was in accord with the kandak’s longer-term aims of ensuring the continuing security of routes into the notoriously dangerous Nad-e Ali district that had, over Christmas 2008, been secured by Battle Group Centre South during Operation Sond Chara. During the months following Sond Chara, the 4th Kandak had fought largely in support of the continuing series of Aabi Toorah operations with a secondary aim, in the immediate vicinity of Jaker, of setting the conditions for a strike against known enemy positions a few kilometres to the north of the patrol base.

With the day of the planned strike approaching, the need for positive identification of enemy bases and improvised explosive device (IED) factories was becoming more pressing, with the pressure mounting on the 4th Kandak’s commanding officer to provide this intelligence.

The Afghan colonel had been first trained by the Russians, then by the US Army’s Fort Leavenworth Staff College. This whisky-appreciating, hardened veteran was being mentored, with his men, by Major Watkins and C Company. However, for the day’s battle on 12 March – as was often the case – it was his operations officer, Major Hezbollah, who would lead half the kandak on patrol; the second half of the battalion was spread across a number of Battle Group South’s other patrol bases.

The men of Battle Group South were expecting trouble; indeed they wanted it so that the intelligence on the location of enemy bases and IED factories could be obtained, and an engagement initiated. Given the softly-softly approach of the strictly enforced rules of engagement whereby ISAF are allowed to fire only if fired upon first, or if an enemy can be positively identified carrying a weapon or in the act of setting an IED, often ISAF and ANA forces would not come into contact with the Taliban unless they were able to tempt them into carrying out an ambush, or firing first.

However, when – if – trouble occurred, the battle group did not expect their task to be easy. Across the flat fields of the green zone, the Taliban enjoyed most of the advantages of surprise: they could afford to wait until the ISAF troops were in open ground and far away from good enough cover before opening fire: the chillingly entitled ‘killing ground’ could be of their choosing. They also had, if they chose, the advantage of climbing on to compound roofs for added height, which the ISAF troops could not do until they had captured a suitable building.

The rehearsal of concept for the second day of Operation Tor Tapus 2 was played out in the dry earth within the patrol base’s reinforced walls. A large-scale model of tracks and paths, objectives, lines of cover and potential emergency helicopter landing sites was marked on the ground using whatever suitable domestic object or building material was available: square-sided tins of processed meat often represented similarly shaped compounds, hedgerows looked remarkably like lines of green, army-issue socks, while the all-important map gridlines would be accurately reproduced with string drawn tightly across the huge models.

At the briefing’s close, all knew their routes towards the area of operations. These were, by and large, north along the green zone; often very difficult to travel through due to its myriad drainage and irrigation ditches, walled compounds and semi-cultivated fields. Everyone knew the action to be taken on contact, and the positions of the emergency RVs should they become split from the main force as well as the casualty evacuation routes.

Major Watkins had delivered his main orders the night before, and the Company second in command, Captain Foster, had then amplified the logistic and administrative details that would ensure, among a vast array of other details, that the correct ammunition had been issued and in the correct quantities.

Nothing is more personal that a leader’s orders, at every level. On them depend the success of an operation; by them men will live or die. Good orders can, occasionally, lead to defeat, but bad orders seldom lead to victory. Through his orders, a leader imposes his will on his subordinates; through his personality, a leader inspires confidence in his junior commanders and, through them, to every individual taking part.

The CO’s orders were followed down the command chain by the company commanders and then by the troop officers, until finally, it was the turn of the section corporals to gather the men – with whom they live, fight and relax – around the rehearsal of concept model and ‘walk the course’, answering any questions that might arise, and testing comprehension of the orders.

In as close detail as possible from the map laid out in front of them, the men of C Company 1 Rifles understood the ground they would be fighting across during the next hours. They knew that it contained excellent routes for ‘friendly’ movement for, although scored by ditches, it was generally open, and offered good all-round observation; but it was also equally excellent country for an enemy lying in wait. This circumstance – common to warfare in Afghanistan – often meant that contacts were heralded by the cry of ‘Advance to ambush’, rather than the more usual ‘Advance to combat’.

The time just prior to going into battle is always one of mixed emotions: the troop sergeants tease and cajole their section corporals, while the marines themselves exchange the kind of banter that only a serviceman about to face the enemy understands. They all know that the training, training and more training they have undergone will guarantee that most of the difficulties they encounter will be overcome, while the two D words – danger and death – are seldom uttered. Although wishing each other good luck, they all know that it will be their professionalism, fitness, superior fighting skills and field craft that will see them through. Luck is a bonus.

Under the increasingly knowledgeable eyes of their own junior commanders, the Afghan warriors of the 4th Kandak and their experienced mentors of C Company saddled up, after conducting their last-minute inspections:

‘Weapons?’ ‘Check!’

‘Ammunition?’ ‘Check!’

‘Body armour?’ ‘Check!’

‘ID discs with blood group?’ ‘Check!’

‘Helmet?’ ‘Check!’

‘Goggles?’ ‘Check!’

‘Knee pads?’ ‘Check!’

‘First field dressings?’ ‘Check!’

‘Tourniquet?’ ‘Check!’

‘Morphine?’ ‘Check!’

‘Flares?’ ‘Check!’

‘Maps?’ ‘Check!’

‘Aerial photographs?’ ‘Check!’

‘GPS tuned in?’ ‘Check!’

‘Water? ‘Check!’

‘Communications netted in, loud and clear?’ ‘Check!’

‘Spare batteries?’ ‘Check!’

… followed by informal and very personal checks for the British members of the operation’:

Fags and lighter? Check.

Photograph of partner/children/mother? Check.

Latest letter from home? Check.

Hip flask? Against the rules. Don’t let the Boss see. Check.

‘Right. Let’s go!’

Leaving Jaker was never straightforward, and certainly never safe. Thanks to the regular ICOM intercepts of Taliban chatter, everyone was conscious that each route leading to and from the patrol base was under observation day and night, so every entry and exit had to be conducted in a manner that kept the ‘dickers’ – the Taliban’s paid informers – guessing about the chosen destination.

The first objective lay just three and a half kilometres to the north, and the orders were to move out, quickly, in vehicles. C Company mounted their light, troop-carrying Pinzgauer trucks and WMIKs, while the 4th Kandak embarked in their own Ranger vehicles.

This time, the approach towards the suspect compounds was a deception, leading along a small canal and circumventing many small drainage and irrigation ditches, as well as walls and hedgerows. Either side of the rough, dusty track they travelled along, the stubble fields that had held the year’s maize crop stretched away towards yet more mud walls and sparse hedgerows. This all-round, open ground was very definitely the two-edged weapon the men knew it would be: the troops of the 4th Kandak and their monitors could see, but they knew that meant they could be seen.

To the east lay a minor canal that was narrow, with slow-moving water. Beyond the open ground to the left, towards the true objective, the forbidding presence of featureless, beige-coloured walls – each one capable of harbouring an enemy – dominated the scene. Everyone knew that the Taliban fighters were watching them through their ‘murder holes’ in these walls. Everyone knew that each insurgent was waiting, ready for their opponents to reach the pre-chosen killing ground.

After painstakingly slow and careful progress, with men out in front conducting Operation Barma, the vital search – electronically and visually – for signs of IEDs, the order was given for the small convoy to halt and the troops to de-bus into their pre-arranged, all-round defence positions. Heavily laden men leapt to the ground and zigzagged towards ditches and hedges before flinging themselves on to their knee and elbow pads, keen to offer as low a silhouette as possible. The familiar cry of, ‘On your belt buckles, lads!’ went rapidly round the area.

Waiting by the canal, the three large multiples of the convoy, plus the Tactical HQ with the Afghan second-in command and Major Watkins, now prepared themselves for instant combat. Within each multiple, seven or eight men of 1 Rifles were monitoring and supporting about twenty ANA warriors. Although this was less than Company strength, it made for a potent individual force.

Each of the soldiers lying in the prone position in open ground was tense as they waited for the order to move. Their suspense was heightened by the ICOM radio chatter that was going on between the Taliban commanders and their men: chatter that indicated that the enemy knew where the kandak was headed and the route it was likely to take. It was a poor position to be in, but not unusual.

When he was ready, the Afghan major put his orders into action, giving the signal for the leading call sign to head off in a north-westerly direction, before it would swing south-west: all part of the continuing deception.

The objective that needed clearing of Taliban – if they were in residence – was a suspicious series of compounds about one and a half kilometres to the west. The ground was cut by interlinking irrigation ditches: some contained irrigation water but a few were used for domestic drainage – far less pleasant to wade or crawl through. Discarded stalks from the maize crop lay in uneven piles, providing no cover should a soldier need it but offering an effective trip hazard for men zigzagging at speed and under fire. The warm sun struggled through a dusty haze.

A short time to get into position and for some last-minute checks, and then, ‘Come on lads! Advance to ambush!’

But events were not to be so cut and dried.

The leading multiple of the ANA began manoeuvring forwards by pepper-potting – individual fire and movement – ahead and slightly to the left of the HQ.

Behind, two further multiples fanned out either side, a tactical bound apart: all according to the rehearsal of concept so carefully laid out in the sand of Patrol Base Jaker. Under command of an ANA captain, the leading element now crossed the open ground without incident, reaching broken earth and rubble beyond. They were now just short of the nearest target compounds.

Suddenly, too suddenly as the rear multiples had hardly begun their own move forward into a tactical formation to give covering fire, the convoy’s Tac HQ came under a long, sustained and accurate burst of small-arms fire from Taliban positions 100 metres to their left. Men jumped into ditches, their eyes, now at ground level, anxiously peering from beneath their helmets as they tried to identify the firing points. Then, silence.

As always, it was the silence that was as jarring on the nerves as the initial noise. But then a second burst of rounds slammed into the ground in front of the ditch, hurling dust and dry mud into the men’s eyes and noses.

Quick orders were issued from the HQ: ‘Half left! One hundred! Walled compound. Open fire!’ There was no need for the orders as most lads knew where the firing was coming from, but they were given all the same. Another burst from the north-west riddled the HQ; then another from the west, pinning down the kandak’s command team. Unable to move, they were impotent for a few vital seconds.

And then a shout across the open ground, filling a new silence: ‘Man down!’

This is the most chilling of all battlefield cries, even more terrifying than the sound of the danger-close crack of a Taliban 7.62 past the head.

The phrase is the cue to set in train a well-practised series of events. Heard not just by the men in action but also, via the battalion command net, by those at Camp Bastion, it also alerts the on-call MERT Chinook: the medical emergency response team helicopter.

The one person who perhaps had most to fear from this shout was Jaker’s medic, Kate Nesbitt. Five foot three inches tall, her long blonde hair tied in a bun beneath her helmet, and serving with the OMLT to gain experience before being moved to more active, kinetic operations, she might have wondered just how much more kinetic it would get. But right then there was no time for analysing her situation other than to try and guess the, ‘Who, where, how?’ of her training, which raced through her brain on hearing the yell.

Kate was with the lead unit that had already crossed the most exposed area, and knew that no one with her was hurt. The casualty had to be somewhere back across the treacherous 100 yards she had just safely traversed. But she also knew there was no point in doing anything until summoned: there were three other subunits spread over the area, any one of which could have the ‘Man down’. A dash in the wrong direction and she could be exposed unnecessarily. ‘Wait out!’ came the order over her radio.

Kate continued to listen to her personal role radio, but there was still confusion: all she could hear was, ‘Man down! Man down!’

Then Major Watkins’s calm voice came over the air: ‘Amber Four Zero needs a medic. Now.’

Amber Four Zero was the major’s own team.

‘OK,’ Kate thought, ‘I know where they are.’ Without a moment of hesitation, she leapt out of her ditch, keeping as low as she could as she went. She could see the major’s helmet just poking above the parapet of his chosen cover, and ran towards it.

With her medical Bergen strapped on top of her Camelback water carrier, and that fastened on top of her bulky Osprey body armour, Kate looked for all the world like a small, fat tortoise as, crouching, she dashed to the major’s ditch. Nobody who saw that zigzagging and stumbling sprint believed Kate would survive it. AK-47 rounds kicked up vicious, vertical spurts of earth all round her, following and preceding her erratic progress. But, seconds later and miraculously unscathed, she hurled herself into the bottom of the HQ ditch.

Amazed at her audacity, the men around her were still staring in disbelief at the direction from which she had come.

‘Who, sir? Where?’ she panted at the major.

‘Over there.’ Her company commander pointed across another seventy yards of exposed ground, which was being raked by enemy fire. ‘Lance Corporal List. With John Foster and a couple of others.’ Kate could just make out the helmets of two soldiers bent over a third.

Once again, Kate unquestioningly hauled herself out of the comparative safety of the shallow trench and began yet another dash though a hail of rounds. Although he had given the order, Andy Watkins, not quite believing what he was seeing, held his breath as he watched her run, praying that the covering fire he had ordered would do its job, and that he had not sent her to her death.

Being hit – dying – was not on Kate’s mind as she hurtled towards the small group. From across the bumpy ground she could see Marine Mark Durry holding Jon List’s head in his elbow. There was no sign of blood anywhere else: it had to be a head shot.

It was. A swift diagnosis was needed as she leapt into the small trench. From her first glance she knew instantly that it was going to be touch and go. The round appeared to have hit Jon’s right shoulder webbing, ricocheting through the top of his left lip, through his teeth and tongue and exiting through his neck, blowing away much of his left jaw and the back of his tongue as it did so.

The danger lay with Jon’s inability to breathe. As Kate knelt by his head, a new burst of fire smacked into the ground around their position.

‘Get down, Kate. On your bloody belt buckle.’ Captain Foster tugged at her webbing as, kneeling, Kate struggled to rid herself of her medical Bergen. She couldn’t do that lying down.

Jon List was barely alive: drifting in and out of consciousness, spluttering on his own blood and with a failing breath rate – nor were they proper breaths, either. Kate tried desperately to find a pulse.

While she continued her search for vital signs of life, the situation was being relayed back, continually, to Camp Bastion, as well as being recorded in the Brigade HQ’s log book in Lashkar Gah:







	15.41

	Reference contact Nawa. One casualty. Gunshot wound to neck.




	15.45

	Do you require attack helicopter to launch ASAP?




	15.46

	Yes. Call sign still in contact and pinned down. Emergency helicopter landing site is set at Grid XYZ.





With no sign of a pulse and only those bloody, erupting gasps for breath, Kate knew she had to work fast to get air and fluids into Jon List’s dying body. Air first. Once she had inserted a nasal tube through a nostril and past the back of his damaged throat, she then positioned him on his side to prevent his body fluids flowing down the back of his throat. She was then able to insert an IV tube into a vein and force 250mils of saline solution into her patient. The response was an almost immediate weak but workable pulse rate.

With Jon’s pulse rate improving and no longer struggling for air, he started to come round: he was not properly conscious yet, but alert enough to feel pain. A new worry struck Kate: supposing he had brain damage from splinters inside the back of his mouth? She checked his pupils. Normal. With no further adverse signs, and confident that he was responding to all of her demands, Kate jabbed a phial of morphine into his leg.

The nasal tube was narrow and blocked easily, and in his shocked state, Jon started fighting it. ‘Jon,’ Kate said harshly into his right ear, ‘it’ll help. Don’t try to breathe through your mouth. I want to be really chuffed with you. Let the tube do the work.’

If it didn’t do the work, Kate was mentally preparing herself to carry out a tracheotomy. But she reckoned that it wasn’t needed yet; Jon was fine as he was, and any more trauma would have been a mistake. (The operation was to come later when Jon was back in the UK. In the controlled environment of Camp Bastion they managed to stabilise him by packing everything down and placing a breathing tube down Jon’s throat.)

With her patient stabilised and out of pain, Kate’s thoughts turned to the next demanding task: casualty evacuation. Neither Jon nor the team protecting and saving him were yet out of danger. Taliban fire was still kicking up the dust and although – thanks to the continuing fire fight around them – this was becoming more desultory and less accurate, she was all too aware that it would take only one stroke of bad luck …

[image: image]

The moment the ‘Man down’ cry had been received in Camp Bastion, the medical emergency Chinook had been alerted. Now Andy Watkins needed to choose a safe landing site for it, and quickly. He contacted Kate on her PRR, telling her that there would be a delay while his team chose a safer landing site than the one chosen earlier, and it was Barma-ed. She simply had to keep going.

While this was going on, Captain Foster relayed the NATO standard nine-line medical evacuation request, based on a series of quickly transmitted and crucial facts.

Kate kept going, monitoring Jon by constantly checking that his pulse rate was acceptable and that his breathing was satisfactory. Continually talking to herself, she kept up her life-saving routine: ‘Breathing? Fine.’ ‘Rate of fluid input? Fine.’ ‘Check the nasal tube is clear of clotted blood. Done.’ But each time she removed the tube, there was a very real risk that Jon would choke before she had time to clear the blood and mucous from it and reinsert it back past his damaged throat.

She was winning, but for how long?

Ten minutes after the initial contact, authority was given for a series of attack helicopter strikes on the area, which helped calm the situation and allow Amber Four One, the reserve team, to dash across the field and prepare Jon for the move to a large field that the major had deemed the best place for the helicopter to land. The team arrived quickly, the Afghan interpreter carrying and then preparing the field stretcher while the others helped Kate roll Jon on to it.

As they removed Jon’s constricting body armour and helmet, Kate could suddenly detect no sign of his tongue. Concerned that he was sucking it down his throat with each inward breath, she ordered that he remained strapped on his side on the stretcher.

As the team began making its tortuous way to the emergency landing site, Kate stayed by Jon’s head. The route was rough and at two stages the stretcher had to be manhandled across small waterways that were as deep as Kate was tall. Each time they reached the far side, Kate checked Jon again and at one point injected a second dose of morphine. Jon could not speak but he could squeeze Kate’s hand in response to her simple questions.

At last, after one very long and tiring kilometre over exposed ground, the team reached the landing site. At their approach, the in-coming Chinook flared out, dipping its tail to reduce height and speed rapidly, prior to landing, before – now almost level and stationary – disappearing into the customary brown-out of dust and small stones. The stretcher party quickly covered Jon’s mouth and nose: choking dirt could have killed him as instantly as a blocked nasal tube.

With the dust settled enough to see, the on-board emergency team leapt off the stern ramp. Kate ran forwards and swiftly gave them a verbal handover of information on Jon. As she watched him being lifted into the helicopter forty-five minutes after he had been wounded, gingerly but with haste, she was confident that his prognosis was good.

At that moment Kate, of course, had no idea that Jon List would not wake up until six days later, when he was in Selly Oak hospital, Birmingham; nor that, after the fitting of a plate and a few false teeth, he would recover fully, keen to get back to work.

Nor would she have known that she would become only the second female recipient in the history of the Military Cross for her actions, which were summed up by the official citation: ‘Nesbitt’s actions throughout a series of offensive operations were exemplary; under fire and under pressure her commitment and courage were inspirational and made the difference between life and death. She performed in the highest traditions of her Service.’
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