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Dedication

To the memory of those who have lost their lives in Afghanistan, among whom are numbered these men of the Royal Irish Regiment



‘They shall grow not old, as we that are left grow old …’

Ranger Anare Draiva

(1 September 2006)



Lance Corporal Paul Muirhead

(1 September 2006)



Lance Corporal Luke McCulloch

(6 September 2006)



Ranger Justin James Cupples

(4 September 2008)



Not only are they commemorated by columns and inscriptions in their own country, but in foreign fields there dwells also an unwritten memorial of them, graven not on stone but in the hearts of men.



Faugh A Ballagh!
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Foreword

Lieutenant General Sir Philip Trousdell KBE CB Colonel, The Royal Irish Regiment

In 1816 Ensign John Shipp joined the 87th Regiment (later the Royal Irish Fusiliers) just in time to take part in the campaign against the Gurkhas in Nepal. He was an experienced 31 year old soldier who at the end of the hard fought campaign wrote:

I must confess I do love to be on duty on any kind of service with the Irish. There is a promptness to obey, a hilarity, a cheerful obedience, and a willingness to act, which I have rarely met with in any other body of men; but whether in this particular case, those qualifications had been instilled into them by the rigid discipline of the corps, I know not …, but I have observed … in that corps (I mean the 87th Irish Regiment) a degree of liberality amongst the men I have never seen in any other corps – a willingness to share the crust and drop … with their comrades, an indescribable cheerfulness in obliging and accommodating each other, and an anxiety to serve each other, and to hide each other's faults. In that corps there was a unity I have never seen in any other; and as for the fighting, they were the very devils.

In March 2009 when the honours and awards for Afghanistan were published in which the Regiment were well represented The Sun newspaper carried a banner headline:

“THE PLUCK OF THE IRISH”

This account of the part the Royal Irish Regiment played in the Afghanistan campaign in 2008/2009 reflects in detail the characteristics which John Shipp so accurately noted and the courage which The Sun so clearly recognised. These are the enduring traits of our regiment and all those Irish regiments which we honour as our forefathers. They do not exist because of some natural right. They exist because we strive to achieve the highest level of professionalism in all we do. We recognise the need to trust each other and in the bleakest moments to be confident of success. We cherish our history and our traditions but do not allow them to be a barrier to change and evolution.

Richard Doherty has skilfully caught the difficulties and dangers of the Afghan operation. He, too, has captured the flavour of service in the Royal Irish Regiment when faced with its most demanding fighting since Korea. It is an inspiring tale.

Faugh-a-Ballagh


Introduction

This is the story of a remarkable unit doing a remarkable job. Training soldiers of a foreign army, with a radically different culture and traditions, as well as a language barrier, is no easy task. To perform that task in the front line in a harsh environment and with a dedicated enemy attacking at every opportunity and from any direction makes the task all the more difficult. In other times and other places, it is a task assigned to special forces, men such as the Army's Special Air Service Regiment or their US equivalents. Operation HERRICK, the British contribution to the international effort in Afghanistan has seen that task given to infantry battalions, who have discharged it with credit. During HERRICK VIII, in 2008, the Royal Irish Battlegroup undertook the role and carried it out so well that three of the soldiers involved in training, or mentoring, the Afghan National Army earned the Conspicuous Gallantry Cross, the first time that any unit has received three of Britain's second highest gallantry decorations in one tour of duty.

The account that follows is the story of the Royal Irish in Afghanistan, a compelling story of professionalism, empathy with the Afghans, humour typical of the Irish soldier, and raw courage. These men, and women, were from both the Regular and Territorial Armies, and from both sides of the Irish border, and all carried out their duties to the highest standards, following in a long tradition of service that marks the Irish soldier out as a unique figure. And for those who are not Irish by birth, their service in the Regiment makes them Irish by adoption, whether from Fiji, South Africa, Scotland or England.

In St Mary's Churchyard, Cloughcor, four miles north of Strabane in County Tyrone, rest many of my predecessors. Some lie below a headstone erected by Sergeant John Doherty of the 87th Royal Irish Fusiliers. Thus my family has an association with The Royal Irish Regiment that dates back to the late-nineteenth century. John Doherty was my late father's great-uncle and my father, J J Doherty, followed him into the ranks of the Royal Irish Fusiliers; too old to be an infantryman in 1939, J J spent the war with the Royal Artillery in North Africa, The Sudan and Italy. One of my father's uncles, Hugh Sweeney, served in the Connaught Rangers before and during the Great War and another, Denis Sweeney, in the Royal Navy during the Great War and the Merchant Navy in the Second World War. It was, therefore, a labour of love for me to research and write this book and to see that the spirit of the Irish regiments is as strong today as ever.

It may be too soon for this book to be described as a history of the Afghan conflict but it is to be hoped that, in the future, it will contribute towards an objective history of NATO involvement in that campaign and show clearly the involvement of the Royal Irish in Helmand in 2008.

Richard Doherty

Co. Londonderry

St Patrick's Day, 2009


Chapter One

In the Heart of Asia

Afghanistan is a country apart. Although the modern state of Afghanistan was founded by Ahmad Shah Durrani, the ‘Father of Afghanistan’, as recently as 1747, the country was home to some of the earliest farming settlements in the world, while the noun Afghan has been in use for over a millennium. Its strategic location within Asia – the country's national anthem describes it as the ‘heart of Asia’ – means that it has provided a crossroads between various civilizations; this, in turn, has led to Afghanistan being fought over for centuries. The country's immediate neighbours include Iran, Turkmenistan, Uzbekistan, Tajikistan, China and Pakistan. Other regional neighbours include Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Mongolia, Russia and India, emphasizing the diversity of influences on Afghan history.

A further reflection of that diversity is to be found in the many ethnic groups in the country. The largest is Pashtun, or Pathan, said by many to be synonymous with Afghan, with more than four of every ten Afghans claiming such ethnicity. In fact, the Pashtuns can claim to be the largest such ‘family’ grouping in the world; they also claim descent from Qais, a friend of the Prophet Mohammed, with the two dominant Pashtun tribes, Ghilzai and Abdal, tracing their lines back to the sons of Qais. Tajiks, with slightly over a quarter of the population, come next, followed by Hazaras, many of whom can claim direct descent from Genghis Khan, and Uzbeks, at 9 per cent each, with Aimaks (4 per cent), Turkmen (3 per cent) and Baluchis (2 per cent), while other smaller groupings contribute the final 4 per cent.

Afghanistan has seen the armies of Alexander the Great of Macedon and of Genghis Khan of Mongolia while, in the nineteenth century, the country became a buffer in the ‘great game’ between Britain and Tsarist Russia. It remained under nominal British control until 1919 when, with the end of the third Anglo-Afghan War, Afghanistan became fully independent under King Amanullah Khan. One legacy of British influence was the Durand Line, which divided ethnic Pashtun territories and remained a source of friction between Afghanistan and British India and, after 1947, Pakistan. This friction, dubbed the ‘Pashtunistan debate’, continues today with twice as many Pashtuns on the Pakistan side of the border, a border that they do not acknowledge.

However, for a time Afghanistan dropped out of the international picture as it enjoyed a lengthy period of relative stability during the reign of King Zahir Shah from 1933 until 1973. Towards the end of that era, Afghanistan even found itself the destination for the ‘beautiful people’, the hippies of the flower power generation of the 1960s, many of whom travelled there in their iconic Volkswagen camper vans. However, Zahir Shah's reign was brought to an end by his brother in law, Mohammed Daoud Khan, who deposed his king in a bloodless coup in 1973 to become Afghanistan's first president, declaring the country a republic. Five years later, Daoud Khan's government killed Mir Akbar Khyber, also known as Kaibar, a prominent member of the People's Democratic Party of Afghanistan (PDPA), and the days of relative peace were all but over. Leaders of the PDPA were imprisoned, leading the party to conclude that Daoud Khan intended to kill them all. As a result, those PDPA leaders who escaped imprisonment set about organizing a rebellion through their military wing.

Led by Hafizullah Amin, Nur Mohammad Taraki and Babrak Karmal, the PDPA-led rebellion was known as the Great Saur, or April, Revolution. Mohammad Daoud Khan and his family were killed and a new government was formed with Taraki as president, prime minister and general secretary of the PDPA. On 1 May the country became the Democratic Republic of Afghanistan, a clear sign that the new regime in Kabul favoured the Soviet Union. Soon after this, Soviet military advisers arrived. On Soviet advice, Taraki shared the ministries in his avowedly communist government between members of the two factions of the PDPA, Khalq (Masses) and Parcham(Flag). Included in the government's agenda were religious freedom, land reforms and greater rights for females, with women being able to enter political life. While some welcomed these changes, especially in cities and major towns, the majority of people in rural areas rejected them and preferred a traditional Islamic lifestyle with its restrictions on females and on many other aspects of everyday life.

Such tensions caught the eye of the United States where the Carter administration saw an opportunity to use Afghanistan against the USSR in a twentieth century version of the great game. With the Soviets pouring aid into Afghanistan, Carter allowed the Central Intelligence Agency to start covert propaganda operations against the Afghan government. This was to be achieved by providing funds to anti-government forces, generally known as Mujahideen', a loose coalition of traditionalist Islamic groups with a common theological standpoint. President Carter's National Security Adviser, Zbigniew Brzezinski, suggested that the outcome of this action might be Soviet intervention in Afghanistan and the policy continued in spite of the 1978 Soviet–Afghan Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Good Neighbourliness. Brzezinski believed that Afghanistan could become the USSR's equivalent of Vietnam.

In March 1979 Taraki was succeeded as prime minister by Hafizullah Amin who also became vice president of the Supreme Defence Council; he retained the rank of field marshal in the army. Although Taraki remained as president, a figurehead position, and head of the army, he was deposed six months later by Amin who then had him murdered by a palace guard. Then, on Christmas Eve, the Soviet Fortieth Army intervened in Afghanistan, ostensibly to support the Parcham faction, long favoured by the Soviets and controlled to some extent by Soviet intelligence. To justify their invasion Moscow cited the Treaty of Friendship, Cooperation and Good Neighbourliness and claimed that they had been invited in by the Afghan government. More than 100,000 Soviet troops invaded the country, supported by as many again. On completion of their mission, it was stated, they would withdraw. Welcomed by the Parcham faction, the invasion led to the installation of Babrak Karmal as president; Amin was murdered with his wife, seven children, a nephew and twenty aides. Amin had been of the Khalq faction and the KGB believed that he had come under American influence.

During the period of Soviet occupation, resistance was led by the Mujahideen, who received support from the United States, Pakistan and the People's Republic of China. The bitter war between the Russians and the Mujahideen led to great disruption in Afghanistan with several million civilians fleeing the country while at least a million Afghans died. According to official Soviet figures, almost 15,000 Soviet troops were killed in the war but the true figure may be twice that. Afghan resistance was fierce, as may be gleaned from even the lowest estimate of Soviet deaths, but the Soviets left even more Afghans dead in their wake. Not surprisingly, any Soviet soldier unfortunate enough to be captured by the Mujahideen suffered a prolonged and painful death. For centuries the Afghans played a game called buzkashi, which is closely related to polo and in which the ‘ball’ was the body of an enemy. In recent history, a freshly-slaughtered, decapitated goat was used instead but, during the Soviet era, there was at least one instance of reversion to tradition with a Soviet soldier being used as the ball – and the man was still alive when the game started. This cruelty towards enemies was nothing new, as British soldiers had learned during the nineteenth century's two Afghan wars, a cruelty summed up by Kipling when he wrote:



When you're wounded and left on Afghanistan's plains,

And the women come out to cut up what remains,

Jest roll to your rifle and blow out your brains

An' go to your Gawd like a soldier.



Allied to the brutality of the war, which the Red Army had never been equipped or trained to fight, international pressure mounted for a Soviet withdrawal and, almost ten years after the invasion, their forces began to quit Afghanistan. The Americans saw this as a psychological victory; it was perceived as part of the overall western victory that saw the Soviet Union collapse. By mid-February 1989 Soviet withdrawal was complete. Before the end of the year the USSR was dying.

Although their forces had left Afghanistan, the Soviet government still backed President Najibullah's regime but that support ceased in 1992 when the new government in Moscow declined to sell petroleum products to Kabul. Najibullah's fall came quickly thereafter as a coup organized by Ahmed Shah Massoud, the ‘Lion of Panjshir’, and Abdul Rashid Dostum took control in Kabul and established an interim Islamic Jihad Council. That council paved the way for a new regime, with Professor Burhanuddin Rabbani as president. Rabbani set about suppressing dissent but failed to eliminate the Pashtun leader Gulbuddin Hekmatyar, who set up Hezb-e-Islami, through which he received substantial aid from both the USA and Pakistan.

Western nations showed no real interest in Afghanistan after the Soviet withdrawal, thereby losing the opportunity to influence events in the country. Little effort was made by western governments to assist in rebuilding the country after the ravages of war. Instead, Afghanistan was allowed to become destabilized, which led to many more Afghans fleeing the country. Having played a pivotal role in evicting the Soviets, the Mujahideen coalition crumbled as its leaders started fighting each other and warlords gained control in many areas. Vicious fighting among those warlords left many dead, with over 10,000 perishing in the capital, Kabul, alone in 1994. But a more cohesive force was also developing in the form of the Taliban (seekers of truth), an Islamic fundamentalist organization, which took control of Kabul in 1996 to establish the Islamic Emirate of Afghanistan. The Taliban controlled almost all of Afghanistan by 2000. Taliban follow a strict code of Wahhibism, as practised by Osama bin Laden, whereas most Afghans belong to the non-hierarchical Hanafi school of Sunni Islam, which has no centralized authority.

Taliban rule meant the denial of many freedoms for Afghan citizens with women forbidden to work and girls denied the right to education. Although women were still permitted to work in healthcare, there would be no new female doctors and nurses in future as the laws on education were enforced. Male doctors were not allowed to see women in a state of undress, or to touch them, unless a chaperone was present so that, effectively, women ceased to have access to proper medical care. Afghans with communist sympathies were persecuted and a very hard line was taken with any lawbreaker. No distinction was made between moral law and civil law, as a result of which adulterers could be put to death and thieves could have their right hands hacked off. An Islamic dress code was enforced for both sexes; men had to grow beards and shun western clothing. Televisions were banned as were other forms of entertainment including, famously, kite flying.

The Taliban also moved to eliminate opium production in the country, seeing the drug in the same light as alcohol, which was also banned. Then followed a remarkable volte face as the new rulers realized that much money could be made from the opium trade and decided to allow the cultivation of poppies for this purpose. Not only had they come to see that this was an easier option for farmers than growing fruit, but it also kept the powerful and influential truck driver lobby on their side while providing funds for their jihad, or holy war. (Since Afghanistan is one of the few countries without a rail network, lorry drivers are a very important part of the national infrastructure and have an almost Mafia-style organization.) Thus the Taliban antidrug officials claimed a new rationale for opium production: since the drug was not used in Afghanistan but only by infidels in the corrupt west, it was not immoral to produce it. By 2000, when they controlled most of Afghanistan, the Taliban had another rethink and once more banned the production of opium. This had two immediate effects: it increased the value of the opium that the Taliban had stored, while gaining much sympathy, goodwill, and cash aid from across the world. The vicious trade went on, with the former Soviet states providing routes to the new markets of Russia.

When al Qaeda (the base) terrorists attacked targets in New York and Virginia on 11 September 2001, focusing US attention on al Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan, the US government authorized Operation ENDURING FREEDOM to wipe out those camps. (The operation was initially dubbed INFINITE JUSTICE by the Bush administration, a title that was changed with alacrity when clerics pointed out that only God can deliver infinite justice and the title was, therefore, an affront to the beliefs of Muslims everywhere.) When the Afghan government, led by Mullah Omar, rebuffed US demands that al Qaeda's leader, Osama bin Laden, and several of his lieutenants be handed over to the Americans, it led to a US threat to topple the Taliban regime. Before long the Americans were making good their threat, supporting the anti-Taliban Northern Alliance, a Mujahideen militia accorded recognition by the United Nations as the legitimate government of Afghanistan. Among the leaders of the Northern Alliance – the United Islamic Front for the Salvation of Afghanistan – were Massoud, who was assassinated by two al Qaeda members disguised as cameramen, and Dostum while Rabbani was its political leader. The Alliance, a coalition of Hazaras, Tajiks and Uzbeks, controlled many northern provinces, thus giving it the popular name by which it became known.

American support for the Northern Alliance included sending specialist teams of US Special Forces, and CIA members, to Afghanistan. At the same time, US air power was deployed to strike at Taliban and al Qaeda targets, with aircraft ranging from the mighty Cold War Boeing B-52 Stratofortresses, Rockwell B-1B Lancers and Northrop B-2 Spirits to carrier-based Grumman F-14 Tomcats and Boeing F/A-18 Hornets striking at camps and other targets. In addition, Tomahawk cruise missiles were launched from US and Royal Navy warships. (US aircraft had struck at suspected al Qaeda training camps in Afghanistan in 1998 following terrorist attacks on US embassies in Africa.) With American support, and much sympathy from Afghans, the Northern Alliance captured Kabul and overthrew the Taliban regime. Many local warlords switched their allegiance from Taliban to Northern Alliance as the campaign progressed. Western ground forces, including American, British, Canadian, Norwegian and Australian, continued the land battle against the Taliban and the search for al Qaeda and its elusive leader, Osama bin Laden.

While the military campaign was underway a political initiative was also being pursued, with Afghan exiles and former Mujahideen leaders gathering in Bonn in Germany in December 2001 where they agreed on a plan that would lead to a new democratic government for Afghanistan. An Afghan Interim Authority was established with Hamid Karzai as its chairman. Karzai, from the southern city of Kandahar, is a Pashtun from the same Durrani tribe as the former Afghan royal family. In 2002 a Loya Jirga, or council of elders, from across Afghanistan selected Karzai as his country's interim president. There followed a constitutional Loya Jirga in 2003 which drafted a new constitution that was ratified in January 2004. Ten months later a national election led to Karzai becoming President of the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan. In September 2005, elections were held for the National Assembly which met for the first time in December. This was the first such assembly elected by universal suffrage in free elections since 1973 and the results mirrored the degree of democracy accorded the people of Afghanistan with many women elected.

Operation ENDURING FREEDOM continued as a joint US/Afghan operation, but other western nations were to become involved as an International Security Assistance Force (ISAF) was established under United Nations Security Council Resolution 1386 on 20 December 2001; this was one of the outcomes of the Bonn Agreement. Eighteen countries agreed to contribute to ISAF, which was expected to increase to about 5,000 personnel. The initial ISAF mandate was restricted to securing Kabul and its immediate hinterland, thereby allowing the establishment of the interim authority free from interference from the Taliban, al Qaeda or any warlords sympathetic to either organization.

ISAF remained restricted to the Kabul area for almost two years with the newly-created Afghan National Army (ANA) responsible for security throughout the rest of the country. However, in October 2003, the Security Council voted to extend ISAF's role; UN members followed this by agreeing to deploy troops to Afghanistan. Among the first so to do was the German government but the Canadians, already ISAF members, declared that their troops would not operate outside Kabul. By now, ISAF was under operational command of the North Atlantic Treaty Organization (NATO).

The initial ISAF headquarters was based on HQ 3rd (UK) Mechanised Division with a brigade of three battlegroups operating in Kabul as the Kabul Multinational Brigade. As well as ISAF HQ under Major General John McColl, the UK also provided the brigade HQ and an infantry battalion. With expansion of its role, not only did national contingents of troops arrive in the country, but ISAF also took command of Provincial Reconstruction Teams (PRTs), which were intended to improve security and allow reconstruction to begin in the country's provinces, of which there are thirty-four. The United Kingdom was among the lead nations in this scheme and was responsible for Mazar-e-Sharif PRT in Balkh, in the north of the country, before handing this province over to Sweden in March 2006 and assuming responsibility for Helmand province in the south with the PRT at Lashkar Gah. A second UK-led PRT in Meymaneh, also in the north, was transferred to Norwegian control in September 2005.

With expansion of ISAF continuing, and the emphasis on reconstruction, the UK deployed HQ Allied Rapid Reaction Corps (ARRC) to Kabul to lead ISAF for nine months from May 2006, during which time the force expanded into southern and eastern Afghanistan. In these areas the task facing them was an even greater challenge. In the south, sixteen nations assigned a total of 18,000 troops with Britain, the United States, Canada and The Netherlands leading PRTs in Helmand, Zabol, Kandahar and Oruzgan provinces. Additional forces for these regions came from Denmark, Estonia, Australia, Lithuania, Poland, the Czech Republic, Bulgaria, France, Slovakia, Singapore, Georgia and Romania. By the end of 2006 ISAF was operational across all Afghanistan for the first time with about 10,000 Coalition troops, mainly from the USA, coming under its command to increase troop numbers to 31,000.

The British contribution to ISAF also increased with John Reid, then Defence Secretary, announcing on 26 January 2006 that 3,300 UK military personnel would deploy to Helmand for at least three years; British forces already in the country would hand over their existing PRT areas to Sweden and Norway as noted already. Reid also commented that the UK force might quit Afghanistan at the end of three years ‘without having fired a shot’. Initially, the expanded British deployment was to be led by HQ 16 Air Assault Brigade. It was under 16 Air Assault Brigade that the Royal Irish reinforced 3 Para Battlegroup with 112 men in 2006 on Operation HERRICK IV. Since then Britain's contribution has increased to over 7,000 personnel in southern Afghanistan. Deployment of UK forces to Afghanistan has, since 2004, been designated Operation HERRICK. The earlier deployments were known as Operations VERITAS, which included Task Force JACANA, and FINGAL, the British leadership of, and contribution to, ISAF in Kabul. Since its initial deployment in Helmand the British contingent, which is rotated on a six-monthly cycle, has carried out many operations, ranging from small-scale actions to much larger ones, all of them designed to improve security in the province. The overall aim is to increase the size of the secure area, thereby enabling development and reconstruction to take place, while allowing indigenous forces to assume the lead in security operations, thus giving local people greater confidence in their government and more hope for a stable future.

However, this aim has to be achieved in the face of harsh and determined opposition, represented by the Taliban. So who or what are the Taliban?

We have already seen that the name Taliban means seekers of truth, or teacher in a religious context. The truth that they seek is rooted in Islam and those who do not seek the truth, who are not of the faith, are classed as infidels. Islam, as practised by the Taliban, is a fundamentalist faith, an area in which it has parallels in the western world with certain fundamentalist Christian groups. However, the Taliban see no common ground with Christian fundamentalists, nor would the reverse be the case. They are opposed to the modern, western way of life, which they view as corrupt and corrupting of young people, and they also believe that they have a duty from Allah to spread the message of Islam across the world. None of these beliefs are in any way threatening but they assume a threatening nature when those professing them consider that they are entitled to use violence, even extreme violence, to spread their message. Thus the destruction of the World Trade Centre in New York would have been welcomed and applauded by Taliban members. Their views are held with the rigidity that characterizes fanatics and their armed campaign in Afghanistan illustrates clearly their fanaticism.

When John Reid announced that British troops would go to Helmand, he expressed an aspiration that their role would not be chasing the Taliban through the mountains as well as his hope that they would return from Afghanistan in three years without having fired a shot. He reckoned without the Taliban, who went on the offensive against British troops in Helmand and ensured that millions of shots would be fired. Initial Taliban opposition usually took the form of attacks using small arms, machine guns, mortars, rocket propelled grenades (RPGs) and Chinese 107mm rockets. The Russian AK47 assault rifle is their favourite weapon while their machine guns are also, usually, the products of Russian factories. These include the 7.62mm weapon and the brutal Dushka, a Soviet DShK 12.7mm heavy machine gun originally designed as an anti-aircraft weapon, that will shred a human body and tear through brick and concrete as well as light armour. During Operation HERRICK VI in 2006, early Taliban attacks were made by large groups of fighters, numbering between fifty and 100 men. Later attacks were generally made by small groups of men, and the Taliban also began developing what the Army termed ‘shoot and scoot’ attacks, in which a few men would fire a handful of shots and withdraw quickly, sometimes using a motorbike in both attack and withdrawal.

Taliban training was generally basic. This showed in their lack of tactical skills although it was noticeable that they learned something about tactics from British troops. In his book Into The Killing Zone, Sean Rayment notes that, having watched British troops operating, the Taliban began working in ten-man groups, usually ‘commanded and coordinated by a senior, experienced Taliban fighter’. However, as they were suffering heavy casualties, they adopted another tactic, the use of the improvized explosive device, IED, which soon proved its effectiveness against coalition forces. Those Royal Irish soldiers who served on both HERRICK IV and HERRICK VIII commented that the IED was almost non-existent in the earlier tour but dominated HERRICK VIII.

The Taliban, sometimes known as Terry Taliban to the British soldier, has another tactical advantage: he has no fear of death. With no body armour, no combat helmets, in sandalled feet and flowing robes, these men are prepared to take on the best trained and equipped soldiers in the world. To them death in battle against the infidel guarantees entry into paradise, an attitude almost totally alien to a modern western mind.

It was against this background and to face this foe that the Royal Irish Battlegroup deployed to Afghanistan and Helmand province on Operation HERRICK VIII in March 2008.


Chapter Two

Destination Helmand

Helmand lies in the south-west of Afghanistan and its southern border abuts the Pakistani province of Baluchistan. Geographically, Helmand is about half the size of England although its population, at 740,000, is not much greater than that of County Antrim. The province is divided by the Helmand river, at some 715 miles the longest in Afghanistan, which rises in the Hindu Kush mountains to the north and eventually flows into Lake Hamun, close to the Afghan-Iran border. Throughout the year, this river presents a significant obstacle. Along it may be found towns and villages, while its waters nourish the Green Zone, which is fed by irrigation canals from the river, the three principal such waterways being the Boghra, Shamalan and Darweshan. It is this irrigation system, the product of an American aid programme in the 1960s and 1970s, that prevents the province reverting to its natural desert state. The Helmand river also provides the energy for a hydroelectric scheme at Kajaki where a dam harnesses that energy and converts it into electricity for much of southern Afghanistan while its tributary, the Arghandab, powers another hydro-electric dam near Kandahar. Further development of the Kajaki hydro-electric scheme was planned and its implementation would draw soldiers of the Royal Irish Battlegroup into a major operation.

About 46,000 people, some six per cent of Helmand's population, live in the provincial capital of Lashkar Gah, a name derived from the Persian for ‘army barracks’; the site of the town was once the barracks for soldiers protecting the Ghaznavid nobility in their winter capital of Bost. Lashkar Gah is located between the Helmand river and its tributary, the Arghandab. Bost is now the site of an airfield with a gravel runway. There are few tarmac roads in Helmand, other than Highway 1, the main highway in Afghanistan although there are roads from Lashkar Gah to Kandahar, Herat and Zaranj. Highway 1, built with US aid, is virtually an orbital road around the country. Afghanistan has no railways, the only attempt to build one foundering with its German operator in the 1920s.

In the south of Helmand, miles of flat desert come to an end against a mountain range that lies along the border with Pakistan – and which shows the folly of the Durand Line – while, in the north, are to be found the towns of Sangin, Musa Qaleh, Nowzad and Kajaki, all names that would become familiar to the soldiers of the Royal Irish during their time in the province.

This is a harsh land, a fact underlined by the range of temperatures to be found there. In the winter the thermometer can drop to as low as minus 15 degrees C while summer months see the mercury rise to almost 50 degrees C. There can also be wide variations between day and night-time temperatures. Not since the Second World War have British soldiers been on extended operational duties in such a climate, although today's soldiers have the benefit of much better equipment and logistical support than was the case with their forebears. Interestingly, one of those pieces of equipment is Osprey body armour, which has saved many lives – some examples of which will be encountered in this story – but risk assessments by health and safety advisors suggest that, due to its weight, the armour should not be worn for more than four hours when the temperature is in the 40s. Commanders and soldiers have a more pragmatic approach to ‘risk assessment’, summed up in the words ‘would you want to be hit by a 7.62mm round when not wearing Osprey?’. The answer to that question is a resounding ‘no’.

Of Helmand, former Prime Minister Tony Blair said that ‘This piece of desert … in the middle of Afghanistan, in the middle of nowhere … is where the future of world security in the early twenty-first century is going to be played out’. And in spring 2008 the men and women of the Royal Irish Regiment Battlegroup became part of the playing out.

The Battlegroup was built around 1st Battalion The Royal Irish Regiment, which is part of 16 Air Assault Brigade. This brigade had deployed to Afghanistan before in Operation HERRICK IV from May to November 2006, an operation in which a company from 1st Royal Irish strengthened 3rd Parachute Regiment. (During HERRICK IV the Royal Irish operated as three platoons within Para companies rather than as a discrete company; this led to the Regiment receiving less credit than was its due for the work of Ranger, Somme and Barrosa Platoons.) For HERRICK VIII, the brigade included, in addition to the Royal Irish Battlegroup, a reconnaissance squadron of the Household Cavalry Regiment; two battalion battlegroups of the Royal Regiment of Scotland – the Royal Highland Fusiliers, the regiment's 2nd Battalion, and the Argyll and Sutherland Highlanders, the 5th Battalion – two battalion battlegroups of the Parachute Regiment – 2nd and 3rd Battalions – with 7th (Parachute) Regiment Royal Horse Artillery; 23rd (Air Assault) Regiment, Royal Engineers; 13 th (Air Assault) Support Regiment and 6th Supply Regiment, Royal Logistic Corps; 16th Close Support Medical Regiment, Royal Army Medical Corps; and 7th Battalion, Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers. The Brigade's artillery also included a battery from 32nd Regiment with UAVs (unmanned aerial vehicles) and a troop from 176 (Abu Klea) Battery of 39th Regiment with Guided Multiple Launch Rocket System (GMLRS) equipments. Also under command of 16 Air Assault Brigade HQ was 216 Signal Squadron, Royal Corps of Signals; the Pathfinder Platoon; 156 Provost Company, Royal Military Police and further elements of the Royal Armoured Corps, Royal Artillery, Royal Engineers, Royal Corps of Signals, Royal Logistic Corps and Army Air Corps. Elements of three Fleet Air Arm squadrons – Nos 845, 846 and 847 Naval Air Squadrons – were also in support as part of the Joint Helicopter Force structure.

Preparation for deployment to Afghanistan began long before the Battlegroup left Britain for Kandahar. The Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Ed Freely, conducted his earliest command reconnaissance to Helmand in September 2007 to shape the preparatory training and plan the development of his Battlegroup. He was able to identify the strengths and weaknesses of the fledgling Afghan National Army and meet the senior officers with whom he would be working. Extensive training for deployment took place both in the United Kingdom and in Kenya where, in temperatures similar to those of Afghanistan, the Royal Irish prepared for all that the terrain and the Taliban could engage them with. Lieutenant (now Captain) Paddy Bury, from County Wicklow, described some of the training in Kenya.

As temperatures touched 50 degrees Celsius in the mid-day sun, Ranger Company, 1st Battalion, The Royal Irish Regiment, prepared to make their final assault. As 7 Platoon moved through a myriad of dried up riverbeds towards our line of departure, all eyes were focused on the granite mountain that towered over the surrounding plateau of bush. There could be no doubt as to where our objective was. It was the steepest, rockiest feature for miles around. And 7 Platoon would have to shake out and assault straight up it. As our mortars crashed onto the hill we waited nervously in the wadi for the command to attack. Our combat uniforms stuck tight to us, soaked through with sweat and sealed heat from our body armour. Up to 30 kilos of water, ammunition, radios, gun sights, spare barrels, med kits, cleaning kits and rations hung defying gravity from our shoulders. And that was light. We had already tabbed through the night and over a mountain to drop off heavy ammunition to the machine guns that would fire us in on the attack. The mortars lifted. The platoon let out a collective groan as calf muscles strained to pull each soldier to his feet. Like staggering drunks 7 Platoon swayed into position. Bound by bound the sections moved forward to close with the enemy …

The training in Kenya took place between September and November 2007 under the banner of Exercise GRAND PRIX. Strictly speaking, this Overseas Training Exercise (OTX) in Kenya was not an element of the Battalion's preparation for Afghanistan but the culmination of its Adaptive Foundation (AF) training to confirm its conventional skills at war fighting in any war, rather than being specific to Afghanistan. Nonetheless, courtesy of HQ 16 Air Assault Brigade, there was a mission-specific Full Spectrum Operations element that, although it might have been presented as a surprise to the Royal Irish left them unfazed; the Battlegroup adapted in their customary manner.

With 900 personnel in the Royal Irish Battlegroup, this was the largest British training exercise ever undertaken in Kenya. It was also notable for two firsts: use of the Army's new Bowman radio system, and deployment of the RAF's new AgustaWestland Merlin medium-lift helicopters in support of the Battlegroup, although Merlins had yet to deploy to Afghanistan. Two Merlins operated with two Westland Lynx helicopters at various stages of the exercise. Thanks to a generous 50,000kg airfreight allowance – no economy fares here – the Battlegroup was able to take out its full complement of Bowman radios.

Kenya, with its varied topography, its heat and environmental conditions, was an excellent preparation ground for Helmand. During Exercise GRAND PRIX, the Battlegroup was able to develop live-fire battle skills and joint effects employment. Company groups conducted all-arms exercises with each company rotating its personnel through a programme of live firing, patrolling and air assault training. Mortars and machine guns, together with the 105mm light guns of C Battery, 3rd Regiment Royal Horse Artillery (3 RHA), enriched the live-firing training and ensured highly realistic joint fires at company level. C Battery 3 RHA was also to provide the Battery Commander, Major Richard Clements, for the Royal Irish Battlegroup in Kenya; and Major Clements' C Battery gunners provided the nucleus for the Combat Support structure that was to be so important in Helmand. There was also considerable manoeuvre training, all of which culminated in two Battlegroup combined-arms live-fire exercises. These exercises were extremely demanding but proved that the Battlegroup was more than capable of the task it would face in Helmand. A CALFEX, or combined arms live firing exercise, was the penultimate element of the Battlegroup's training and was conducted in the Kamanga mountains. During this phase Merlins and Lynxes moved men and equipment about as necessary, with the Lynxes also evacuating casualties back to the Battlegroup base at Forward Operating Base Masterson, named for the Faugh sergeant who, at Barrosa in 1811, seized the first French Eagle to be captured in battle by a British unit.

It is worth recording the Operations Officer's summary of the finale of this element of the exercise, an attack on the Ol Kanjao feature. The Permanent Range Team and the Royal Engineers had ‘spared no effort in producing the final four kilometres of extensive positions not to mention the depth training camp a further two kilometres beyond, for 1 R IRISH to assault’. Captain Lee Shannahan went on to note that

16 Brigade had openly tried to break 1 R IRISH and they had come close. Every man was thoroughly exhausted as we approached the final objective sixteen hours after starting the twenty-six kilometre insertion march. As I sat alongside the CO we launched A Coy into the enemy training camp. Major Shirley (OC A Coy) let his dogs off the lead and our spirits soared. A Company burst into life. Many battle cries were shouted, mostly unrepeatable but all synonymous with our Regimental motto. They cleared the final position as if it was their first. Deputy Commander 16 Brigade turned to me and asked if I thought 1 R IRISH could manage another mission. Of course I accepted on behalf of 1 R IRISH.

Such exercises are never without danger and all armies suffer casualties during them, not only from live firing but also from other causes including vehicle collisions, environmental factors and misunderstandings. For 1st Royal Irish, one of the most serious casualties was caused by a snake. This was not just any snake but a Black Mamba, the longest snake in Africa. A tree snake, the Black Mamba moves extremely fast and has exceptionally dangerous venom that can be fatal for humans since it attacks both the central nervous system and the heart. The victim of this Black Mamba was Ranger Flynn, who had been targeted and bitten by the snake, which held on to inject its venom. However, Captain Mike Stacey, the Regimental Medical Officer (RMO), saved Flynn's life by his skilful treatment and the unfortunate Ranger was evacuated from the approach to the Engwaki feature for further treatment. Another casualty that might have proved fatal also occurred near the Engwaki feature. Navigating in darkness, with neither artificial light nor moonlight to illuminate the route, the Regimental Sergeant Major, WO1 Jon Miller, plummeted fifteen feet into a dried-up riverbed. Subsequently, he described how he felt a sensation of weightlessness during his brief freefall. Although Captain Stacey was keen to evacuate him for treatment, the RSM insisted on remaining with the Battlegroup; even RMOs hesitate to give orders to RSMs. As it turned out, WO1 Miller's injuries were more serious than he believed and it took some time to reach full recovery. Another Ranger is unlikely ever to forget his close encounter with a very large member of the feline family. Ranger Devine was carrying out a close target reconnaissance and had decided that he needed a different viewpoint from which to acquire more information on his target. To do so, he began turning slowly, as he had been trained to do, only to find himself looking into the eyes of a leopard. Whether Panthera pardus was more surprised than Ranger Devine we shall never know but he, or she, did have faster reactions, hooking off Devine's kneepad and bolting away into the darkness.

With Exercise GRAND PRIX complete, there was an opportunity for adventurous training and some safaris were also organized. This element of the Kenya experience was not to be enjoyed by the Battlegroup Headquarters planning team, which had to return quickly to Britain for Operation HERRICK brigade briefings and planning sessions at Colchester. This emphasized the frenetic pace of events for the command team, who had also squeezed in a reconnaissance trip to Helmand before the deployment to Kenya.

In England the Battlegroup trained in Norfolk and on Salisbury Plain and conducted live firing at Warcop, Lydd and Hythe. Once again Paddy Bury recorded the scene.

Ranger Company is manning a Forward Operating Base (FOB). Of the 120 or so men in the Company, thirty are manning the sangars that defend the base. Another thirty are out on patrol in the area, supported by dog handlers, interpreters, Forward Air Controllers, snipers and even Apache attack helicopters. The operations room buzzes as the boss and his second-incommand monitor the patrol's progress. A Quick Reaction Force sits ready to deploy at a moment's notice should anything happen. Another lucky thirty men are asleep in the shelters.

Then there is the distinctive crump of a mortar firing. The alarm wails. Everyone runs for cover, bar those in the sangars, who can only hope for the best. Huge blasts sound within the camp, then silence. Someone screams. The stretcher party is confronted with an amputee squirming in his own blood. There is shock on their faces, but they quickly get stuck in. Over the net the patrol says it has been fired on by the enemy and is looking to call in the Apaches. Suddenly a sangar reports a suspect vehicle moving at speed toward his location…

Reading the two accounts from Paddy Bury in retrospect, one might assume that they describe events that occurred in Afghanistan. However, Ranger Company's attack took place in Kenya in October 2007 while the events in the FOB happened in Norfolk during a British winter. Both formed part of the pre-operational training and development which the Royal Irish Battlegroup underwent before deployment. The training was meant to prepare them for Afghanistan; it was testing to ensure that they were ready to go. Exercises presented Ranger Company with highly realistic conditions, the most authentic that were possible in training, which included the many adrenalin-spiking stresses and frictions of war as it was being fought in Afghanistan.

Another critical element of such training, which included all the attachments to Ranger Company for the tour, was that it allowed everyone to familiarize themselves with the way their comrades operated, as well as the specialities they brought to the company. Ranger Company, based on C Company, was to operate with the 2nd Parachute Regiment Battlegroup (Battlegroup North) in Sangin and so had personnel attached from the other companies of the 1st Battalion, including 6 Platoon of B Company. In the build up, there was a marked increase in the tempo and intensity of the training; new tactics and techniques had to be learnt and absorbed; information on Afghanistan and its people had to be digested; and there were also courses to be completed. Following tried and tested military tradition, personnel from units that had just returned from Afghanistan passed on the lessons that they had learned the hard way. The Army has long described such teaching as passing on ‘lessons learnt’. Those who had ‘done the business’ most recently were placed ideally to pass on advice; and such advice was sought keenly and listened to just as keenly. Needless to say, best wishes for a safe tour were also passed on.

While Ranger Company, under Major Graham Shannon of C Company, augmented to about 130–140 strong (its total strength as a company group, with personnel attached from other units and the United States Marine Corps, was 180), was to operate with Battlegroup North, the bulk of the Battalion was to undertake an operational mentoring and liaison role with the Afghan National Army (ANA). To do so the Battalion provided Operational Mentoring and Liaison Teams (OMLTs -pronounced ‘omlettes’). Specifically, it was to perform this task with 3 Brigade of 205 Corps, or 3/205 Brigade; the ANA does not have a divisional level of command. In this role the Battalion would be broken down into small teams working with ANA units and sub-units. In every case, Royal Irish personnel would be charged with raising the operational standards of their Afghan colleagues, a task that fell on the shoulders of officers and NCOs from the Commanding Officer down to corporals. In some cases, as we shall see, even the most junior of soldiers would perform the mentoring role with considerable distinction and elan. ‘Mentoring and liaison’ may sound a safe option to civilian ears but the critical word in the Battlegroup's role was ‘operational’; they would perform their task with Afghan units in the field in the toughest part of Afghanistan. At all times the tension between the immediate tactical imperative and the training role required considerable skill and diplomacy to resolve. There is also little doubt that this task was the most important element of 16 Air Assault Brigade's mission in Helmand. This was no easy option.

Before the pre-deployment training began, the Battalion's order of battle (orbat) had to be revised to deal with this role. OML Teams, built around the cores of A, B and D Companies, were formed while a fourth OMLT was created from attached elements of the Battlegroup with a core of Royal Irish personnel cementing the team together. As already noted, C Company formed the basis of the Ranger Company Group with Battlegroup North. Interestingly, Battlegroup North, the 2 Para Battlegroup, was commanded by a former Royal Irish officer, Lieutenant Colonel Joe O'sullivan. (During the course of HERRICK VIII, a further battlegroup would be created, based on 2nd Princess of Wales's Royal Regiment, 2 PWRR, the theatre reserve battalion which had been based at Dhekelia in Cyprus; this was Battlegroup South, commanded by Lieutenant Colonel Doug Chalmers, CO of 2 PWRR, but, as with Joe O'sullivan, commissioned and ‘brought up’ in the Royal Irish.)

The mentoring and liaison role means that the story of the Royal Irish in Afghanistan is not a straightforward one to narrate but, nonetheless, it illustrates the professionalism of the Battlegroup and its willingness to learn, adapt and teach while fighting an implacable foe. Put simply, the senior officers of the Royal Irish worked ‘one up’ with Afghan officers: Lieutenant Colonel Ed Freely worked with Brigadier General Mohaiyodin, the brigade commander, while his company commanders worked with ANA Kandak, or battalion, commanders, platoon commanders with company commanders, and so on down the chain of command. By its nature, the OMLT role meant that the soldiers of the Royal Irish Battlegroup would work in small multiples of six or eight men alongside companies of Afghan soldiers. Interpreters, mostly civilians, ensured that the language barrier was overcome as far as possible, thereby reducing one obvious friction of such operations. The language barrier itself was doubly complex: the language of the Afghan Army and officer corps was Dari, whereas that of Helmand and the south was Pashtun. Thus the officers of the Royal Irish did their best to get to grips with the fundamentals and key phrases of Dari that would assist relationship building, whilst also learning basic greetings in the local vernacular. Soldiers were swift to learn simple phrases in Pashtun, such as ‘good day’ ‘thank you’ and ‘stop’. Apparently, the Afghan Army mastered the Royal Irish Gaelic motto ‘Faugh a Ballagh!’ (Clear the Way!) with similar ease.

That the OMLT role fell on the Royal Irish is a remarkable tribute to the Battalion. Perhaps the fact that the Commander of 16 Air Assault Brigade, Brigadier Mark Carleton Smith, was an Irish Guardsman, and therefore familiar with the nature of the Irish soldier, had a part to play in that choice, but the fact remains that the Brigade Commander considered that, of the units under his command, the Royal Irish were best suited to a task that involved working so closely with soldiers whose language, culture and traditions were so different, not to say alien. Not only had he identified the special character of the Battalion, but he had also seen for himself the quality of its junior commanders. Another critical aspect is that 1st Royal Irish is one of the Army's most operationally mature battalions. Since 1998 there has been only one year – 2007 – when the Battalion has not deployed in whole or in part on an operation; these have included Northern Ireland, Kosovo and Sierra Leone as well as Operation TELIC, the invasion of Iraq, in 2003.

For the mentoring teams, pre-tour training also had to take account of their role. One Warrant Officer commented that this ‘was not all relevant to the OMLT role but it's difficult to see how this could be represented in training’. However, he added, 1st Grenadier Guards, the OMLT Battlegroup on HERRICK VI, ‘gave us a good heads up’ while soldiers from 2nd Yorkshire Regiment, back in the UK on R&R (rest and recuperation; a period of leave during an operation) from HERRICK VII, visited the Battalion to help build up the current picture; this was the unit that the Battalion would relieve in Afghanistan. Part of the OMLT role was to convert the Afghan National Army from its old Soviet-era weaponry to new equipment, which entailed Royal Irish personnel who would conduct the conversion training becoming familiar with weapons that were not in the Battalion's inventory. These included the Kalashnikov AK47 rifle, which the Afghans were phasing out, and the American M16 rifle, which was replacing the AK47, although it was found that the Afghans preferred the Russian weapon. Soldiers had to become familiar with weapons from a 9mm pistol to the Javelin anti-armour missile; Warrant Officer 2 Billy Roy recalled that his team later fired five Javelin missiles from Patrol Base Attal. One OMLT Lance Corporal agreed that while the training was not always relevant, it was a help. Philosophically, he commented that the training was ‘a work in progress’ that prepared everyone for Afghanistan but ‘learning on the move was critical’. Another soldier said of the training's value that ‘You can't hit the nail on the head until you actually do it’. Acting as Afghan soldiers during the training in England were men of the Royal Gurkha Rifles who ‘were very good’; their primary role was to duplicate the problems arising from issuing orders via interpreters to indigenous forces.

An important ingredient in the Battalion's preparations was the successful visit of Brigadier General Mohaiyodin and two of his Kandak Commanders to Tern Hill in February. This achieved an early and positive start to the vital business of relationship building between Ed Freely and his Afghan counterpart. Adapting the Afghan code of pashtunwali, Freely hosted the Afghan commander in his home with his family, as a demonstration of hospitality, trust and openness. Pashtunwali is a traditional code that predates Islam and has its roots in Mosaic law: its central elements are independence, justice, self-respect, hospitality, love, forgiveness and tolerance for all, but especially for guests or strangers. By inviting Mohaiyodin to be a guest in his own home, Freely had bound the Afghan commander to the Royal Irish. During his visit General Mohaiyodin spoke eloquently and with passion about his country and the importance of the Royal Irish mission to groupings of the Battalion's officers, senior ranks and indeed the families. This was a key element in forging early bonds that would withstand the inevitable tensions that would develop over the forthcoming eight months. No one expected the training programme to produce all the answers but it did provide excellent preparation which, allied with the Battalion's professionalism, ensured that HERRICK VIII held no real surprises for the Royal Irish.

There was a third element to Ed Freely's command: Imjin Company. With a strength of 140, Imjin Company was based on volunteers from 2nd Battalion The Royal Irish Regiment. This is the Regiment's Territorial Army (TA) battalion, based in Northern Ireland and known, until July 2007, as The Royal Irish Rangers. Some 112 soldiers of 2nd Royal Irish, under Major Mark Hudson, formed Imjin Company, which was fleshed out with a platoon from the 1st Battalion and some personnel from other units and corps. Early, and brief, mobilization of Imjin Company took place over two days at RTMC Chilwell, the reserve forces training and mobilization centre, in Nottingham. This short period was followed by months of integration and training at Tern Hill with their sister Battalion. It was a crammed period but it led to rapid integration of the TA soldiers with their Regular counterparts and, in the words of the Commanding Officer, was ‘a hugely successful model of Reserve support to Regular Army operational deployments’. Relations between the 1st and 2nd Battalions were close and cooperative, in part because Ed Freely had been a fellow subaltern with the Commanding Officer of the 2nd Battalion, Andrew Cullen, and had known him well for twenty-three years. Furthermore, Major Mark Hudson was well known to the 1st Battalion, having served alongside them previously in Iraq, and Captain Eddie McMillan, Imjin Company's second in command, had regular Royal Irish pedigree stretching back many years. This mobilization was the largest in the history of 2nd Royal Irish or their predecessors, the Royal Irish Rangers, and it saw Imjin Company provide more than 10 per cent of all mobilized personnel in the UK in 2008. For many Company members it was their second mobilization as they had served in Iraq on Operation TELIC in recent years. Imjin Company deployed a manoeuvre support platoon, two rifle platoons and a company headquarters, which included chefs, clerks, mechanics and the other specialities needed to sustain a company on active service.

The Imjin Company title reflects a battle honour earned by one of the Royal Irish Regiment's predecessors, the Royal Ulster Rifles, in 1951 during the Korean War. The title was especially apt as Afghanistan has provided the Army with its most intense fighting since Korea, the first war fought under a United Nations mandate. In Afghanistan, Imjin Company was assigned the task of force protection for Camp Bastion, the huge British logistical base in Helmand, the largest overseas military camp built by UK forces since the Second World War; it measures four miles by two miles and includes an airstrip that can take C-17s, a hospital, barrack accommodation and many other facilities, as well as the storage of the supplies needed to sustain Operation HERRICK. To Major Hudson's men fell the task of securing the main entry point into Camp Bastion, manning sangars overlooking the surrounding area and patrolling into the desert to detect and interdict would-be attackers. Imjin Company was also responsible for providing a medical emergency response task force (MERT), or Incident Reaction Team (IRT), to operate with the helicopters that would evacuate casualties. Later, as a recognition of Imjin Company's high standards and professionalism, a platoon operated from FOB Robinson and the town of Now Zad while company members also mentored ANA soldiers at FOB Keenan in the hostile Gereshk Valley.

It would be most unfair not to mention at this stage a further vital element of the Royal Irish team, the Rear Party. Not everyone in the Battalion went to Afghanistan and some seventy personnel remained at Tern Hill under the command of Major Ricky Kane, ably assisted by the Rear Operations Sergeant Major, WO2 Denis Haighton. Lieutenant Jim Berry, a casualty of Operation HERRICK IV, was the Rear Party Adjutant and maintained the Regimental website – a vital communications tool. Included in the Rear Party was the Welfare Officer, Captain Nigel Bradley QGM, whose task was to work with the families of soldiers in Afghanistan on everyday problems that might arise through separation, and to deal with the trauma caused by casualties. No one expected the Battalion to be immune from casualties and the Rear Party was ready to process casualties, work with their families and outside agencies, and ensure that as much as possible of the burden of such circumstances would be lifted from families. Captain Bradley and his assistant, Colour Sergeant O'Neil, continued supporting those injured on the previous Afghanistan tour whilst covering the current operation. Of course, they would also have the unenviable job of performing the same role in the case of fatalities. Finally, the Rear Party dealt with individual reinforcements passing through the system to join the Battalion in Afghanistan, as well as recruits wanting to join the Royal Irish; and the fact that the Battalion was deployed operationally meant an increase in numbers wishing to enlist.

As with all things in the military life, there were some uncertainties that led to rumours. Again, this is an age-old reality with only the place names changing: Ranger Company was going to Musa Qaleh. No, it was Sangin. It was going on the twelfth. No, it was the first. And someone always knew someone who knew someone who knew. But, eventually, orders were confirmed, although, of course, these could change if the situation on the ground in Afghanistan changed. Nonetheless, this was the time to increase insurance cover. With wills being completed, the reality of what lay ahead became clear: this was something from which some might not return alive. That was emphasized when boxes had to be ticked showing whether a soldier wanted a military or civilian funeral in the event that he, or she, did not survive. With training and preparation complete, a last spell of leave was spent with families. Then it was back to Clive Barracks where, on 5 March, the Battalion celebrated Barrosa Day with the Barrosa Dinner, recalling the 1811 Battle of Barrosa, near Cadiz in Spain, where one of the Regiment's predecessor units, the 2nd/87th (Prince of Wales's) Irish Regiment had taken the first French Eagle ever captured in battle by a British regiment. Since the 87th became the Royal Irish Fusiliers, the Faughs from their regimental battle cry Faugh A Ballagh!, or Clear The Way!, it was appropriate that the last Commanding Officer of 1st Royal Irish Fusiliers, Major General The O'Morchoe, should be the guest of honour. General The O'Morchoe had also commanded 16 Brigade and thus his attendance was doubly appropriate. Incidentally, the Royal Irish Fusiliers' battle cry and motto is, as reported before, the motto of the Royal Irish.

Then it was time for Saint Patrick's Day. The Saint's memory was celebrated in traditional style by the officers, men and families of 1st Royal Irish Regiment albeit a day early on the 16th, but Irish regiments have a special dispensation to change the date of the celebrations to meet operational requirements. The Colonel of the Regiment, Lieutenant General Sir Philip Trousdell, inspected five guards of Royal Irish soldiers in desert combats, ready to deploy. Afterwards, Fiona Freely, the Commanding Officer's wife, presented shamrock to the Officers and Warrant Officers. Thus the day also served as a poignant farewell parade and party for the families of those deploying to Afghanistan. Some personnel had already left a week before as the Advance Party and were en route to Asia as the echoes of the celebration of Barrosa Day were dying quietly. After the Paddy's Day party, it was time for RAF Brize Norton and the air bridge to Kandahar.
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