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Part 1

ELITE UNITS


Chapter 1

THE BRITISH ARMY SPECIAL AIR SERVICE BRIGADE

THE SAS: PROTOTYPE OF THE SPECIAL FORCE

The SAS began life in the desert. It was founded by David Stirling, a lieutenant in the Scots Guards, who had fought with No.8 Commando in the Mediterranean. Injured during parachute training, he drew up plans for a new type of long-range commando organisation while hospitalized in Cairo. He presented them through General Neil Ritchie to the perceptive commander of British Forces in the Middle East, General Auckinleck, and was rewarded with promotion and command of the “L” detachment, Special Air Service Brigade. The unit designation was a fiction intended to deceive but the SAS had been born.

Stirling planned the SAS as a strategic force, attacking targets deep in the enemy heartland where they thought they were safe. From air bases in North Africa to the valleys of southern France, the SAS inflicted constant damage and tied down thousands of enemy soldiers guarding installation and sweeping the countryside for these elusive raiders.

The SAS was disbanded after the war, but resurrected within two years. A territorial regiment, 21 SAS, was created and some members volunteered for a new organisation, the Malaya Scouts (SAS). The latter were formed for counter-guerrilla operations against the communist rebels in Malaya. In 1952, this unit was redesignated 22 SAS and spearheaded the jungle war. Stirling’s original belief that a small elite force could achieve results out of all proportion to its size was proved correct a second time.

As the British Empire disintegrated, the SAS were involved in guerrilla wars from Asian jungles to the Middle East. From 1969 the regiment was committed to action much closer to home, as handfuls of men were detached to Northern Ireland. SAS involvement was on a small scale until Prime Minister Harold Wilson publicly announced in January 1976 that he was sending in the SAS. This was without reference to the regiment, which had very few men available when this politically inspired statement was issued.
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The Heckler & Koch MP5 machine pistol has become one of the most widely used weapons of its type. When the SAS stormed the Iranian Embassy in London in 1981, TV viewers in the UK saw it in action for the first time. British airport police were also issued with the MP5 in 1986 following the terrorist attacks at Rome and Vienna. Firing from a closed bolt, the MP5 is probably the most accurate sub-machine gun in production today. It is manufactured in a number of variants, including silenced or cut-down weapons for clandestine operations and is available with telescoping or fixed stocks. Although the MP5 is more complex and considerably more expensive than most other SMGs, its accuracy means that it is the favoured weapon of special operations and hostage rescue units around the world.

Specification

Cartridge: 9-mm parabellum; Weight:3kg; Length: (stock folded) 49 cm; Cyclic rate of fire: 800 rounds per minter; Magazine: 15 or 30 round box; Effective range: 200m.

Assessment

Reliability *****; Accuracy *****; Age ***; Worldwide users ***.



The SAS’s counter-terrorist role was developed in response to the massacre of the Israeli athletes in Munich during 1972. In 1980 the world saw for the first time the sinister black combat suits and gas masks of the SAS’s CRW (Counter Revolutionary Warfare) team. An SAS team stormed the Iranian Embassy in London releasing the hostages and killing all but one of the terrorists – a stunning success.

In 1982 the Argentine invasion of the Falklands gave the SAS the opportunity to demonstrate their more traditional skills. SAS patrols ranged behind enemy lines to scout their positions and raid vital targets.

SAS patrols were landed on the Falklands well before the main landings at San Carlos.

Although the Task Force received intelligence on the Argentine positions from American satellites and RAF reconnaissance aircraft, these could not give the whole picture. The Falklands are under cloud cover for much of the time, and only foot patrols could discover the information needed.

Four-man patrols abseiled down from Royal Navy helicopters at dead-of-night. They had no hope of support if anything went wrong. “Special Forces” may have a glamorous image in the public mind, but there was little glamour being stuck in a cramped observation post in the Falklands. It was bitterly cold and wet. Rations had to be eaten cold for much of the time as nearby Argentinians could have detected the smell of cooking.

Just before the British forces landed at San Carlos, the SAS went over to the offensive. An SAS patrol paddled over to Pebble Island where the Argentinians had based a small force of aircraft on the grass airstrip there. They took cover overlooking the enemy position and guided in the main attack force: 45 men of “D” Squadron, SAS, who landed from two Sea King helicopters during the early hours of 15 May.

They planted demolition charges on six Pucará ground attack aircraft, four T-34C Turbo Mentors belonging to the Argentinian navy, and a Short Skyvan transport. The Argentinians did not realize they were being attacked until the aircraft – and about a ton of stacked ordnance which the SAS also blew up – began to explode. Covered by 80 rounds of 4.5-in gunfire from HMS Glamorgan the raiders escaped with only two men wounded.

After the landings at San Carlos, SAS patrols continued to probe the enemy defences, paving the way for the successful ground assaults that overwhelmed the Argentinian garrison.

The campaign in the South Atlantic was followed by more successful counter terrorist work in Northern Ireland and Gibraltar. The SAS is now world famous, and the subject of continued and unwelcome media interest. As the anonymity of its soldiers is vital to their safety, the regiment’s very success now poses an added danger to its future operations.


THE SAS IN THE GULF WAR

The Gulf War was widely presented as a showcase for the latest guided weapons technology. In fact few of the “smart” weapons could have been quite so clever without the skill and bravery of the world’s most secretive military units. Soldiers of the SAS and US Army Special Forces infiltrated Kuwait and Iraq months before the ground assault began.

These daring recce patrols helped the Allied forces build an intelligence picture of the enemy forces. But the SAS’s job did not end when the full scale war began. SAS men crept into positions overlooking vital targets to illuminate them with laser designators; guided bombs could then home in and destroy them with pinpoint accuracy. SAS patrols took part in the great “Scud” hunt that began when Saddam Hussein’s mobile missile launchers began firing on Israel and Saudi Arabia.

The launchers were hidden during the day and only moved into their firing positions under cover of darkness. Allied Special Forces roved the deserts of western Iraq in search of them. The extent of these operations was never made public, and precise details will remain top secret for many, many years. Prime Minister John Major would only hint at the regiment’s role when he praised its contribution to Operation Granby.



BIRTH OF A LEGEND

Most of the North African campaign of 1940–43 was fought out in the narrow coastal strip which runs the long arc from Tunis to Cairo. South of the coastal strip lies the Sahara, an immense secret place of shifting sands and cauldron-like heat. Few paid much attention to this wilderness, but in its unguarded vastness a young British second-lieutenant saw the possibility for a new type of unit to operate. A unit which would strike swift and hard, and then disappear like a phantom into the desert from which it had emerged. Jon E Lewis tells of the early days of the SAS.

The Special Air Service was conceived in a hospital bed in Egypt. Injured during some unofficial parachute training David Stirling, a subaltern with No 8 (Guards) Commando, decided to use his enforced stay in the Alexandria Scottish Military Hospital to develop a scheme for special operations in the desert.

On his release from hospital in July 1941, Stirling determined to bring his plan to the attention of the Commander in Chief. As C-in-Cs are not, by and large, in the habit of granting interviews to junior officers Stirling decided to ignore the usual channels. Instead he hobbled on his crutches to British Army Middle East HQ and tricked his way past the sentry. Inside, Stirling found his way into the office of the Deputy Commander Middle East, one General Neil Ritchie. Stirling apologized to the somewhat surprised Ritchie for the unconventional call, but insisted that he had something of “great operational importance” to tell him. Ritchie offered him a seat, and Stirling pulled out the pencilled memo on a desert raiding force he had prepared in hospital.

Ritchie spent several minutes reading it. It was then Stirling’s turn to be surprised. Ritchie looked up and said brusquely, “I think this may be the sort of plan we are looking for. I will discuss it with the Commander in Chief and let you know our decision in the next day or so”. The C-in-C was General Auckinleck, new to his command and under pressure from Churchill to mount an offensive. Stirling’s plan was indeed what Auckinleck was looking for. It required few resources, and it was original. The unit Stirling proposed was to operate behind enemy lines in order to attack vulnerable targets like extended supply lines and airfields. What is more the raids were to be carried out by very small groups of men, between five and ten, rather than the standard commando force of hundreds.

Meanwhile, Ritchie looked into Stirling’s background. He was pleased with what he found. David Stirling, born in 1915 was the youngest son of the aristocratic Brigadier Archibald Stirling of Keir. After three years at Cambridge David Stirling had joined the Scots Guards, before transferring to No 8 Commando. As part of the “Layforce” brigade, No 8 had been dispatched to North Africa where its seaborne raids had all been proved to be wash outs. The unit, along with the rest of Layforce, had been marked for disbandment. Stirling however, had remained so keen on the commando idea that he had jumped – literally – at the chance of doing some parachuting with chutes that another officer in No 8, Jock Lewes, had scrounged. The jumping trials had taken place near Mersa Matruh. The aircraft used, a lumbering Valentia bi-plane, was not equipped for parachuting and the men had secured the static lines which open the parachutes to seat legs. Stirling’s parachute had caught on the door and snagged. He had descended far too rapidly and damaged his back badly on landing. Which is how he had come to be in Alexandria Hospital.

Three days after his meeting with Ritchie, Stirling was back at Middle East HQ, this time with a pass. Auckinleck saw him in person. Stirling was given permission to recruit a force of six other officers and sixty men. The unit was to be called “L Detachment, SAS Brigade”. The SAS stood for Special Air Service which did not exist. The name was dreamed up by Brigadier Dudley Clarke, a staff Intelligence Officer, as a means of convincing the enemy that the British possessed a large airborne force in North Africa. To mark his new appointment, Stirling was promoted to captain.

The recruiting took less than a week. There were two particular officers Stirling wanted. The first was Jock Lewes who was in Tobruck, where he had been carrying out small raids against enemy outposts. A scholar and Oxford rowing “blue”, Lewes was also a daring soldier. He agreed to join. So did the Northern Irishman, Paddy Mayne, then under close arrest for striking his commanding officer. Before the war, Mayne had been a rugby player of international rank. Most of the rest of the unit were recruited from the Guards Commando then at a camp at Genefa. Selection was based on Stirling’s impression of the men at brief interviews. He also told them that if they failed to make the grade in training they would have to return to their units.

By August 1941, Stirling had established his force at Kabrit, 100 miles south of Cairo. Equipment was conspicuous by its absence. The camp consisted of two small tents for personnel, one large supply tent and a wooden sign saying “L Detachment – SAS”. Being in his own words, a “cheekie laddie”, Stirling decided that the equipment L Detachment needed in view of the parsimony of the Quartermasters, would have to be “borrowed” from a New Zealand camp down the road. Thus the first – and highly unofficial – mission of L Detachment was a night raid on the New Zealand camp, filling L Detachment’s one and only 3 ton truck with anything useful that could be found.

The next day, L Detachment boasted the smartest – and most luxuriously furnished – British camp in the Canal Zone. Training then began in earnest. From the start, Stirling insisted on a high standard of discipline – equal to that of the Brigade of Guards – and the pursuit of excellence. To achieve such standards demanded a combination of the right character and sheer physical fitness. One early recruit to Stirling’s L Detachment, Fitzroy Maclean, recalled that: “for days and nights on end, we trudged interminably over the alternating soft sand and jagged rocks of the desert, weighed down by heavy loads of explosive, eating and drinking only what we could carry with us. In the intervals we did weapon training, physical training and training in demolitions and navigation.”

Additionally, everyone joining the SAS had to be a parachutist, since Stirling envisaged airborne insertions for his force. No RAF instructors – or indeed aircraft – were available, so the SAS developed its own parachute training techniques. These involved jumping from ever higher platforms or from the back of trucks moving at 30 mph. The unit then moved on to make its first live jump from a Bombay aircraft. Two men died when their ‘chutes failed to open. “That night”, recalled SAS “Original” Bob Bennett, “we went to bed with as many cigarettes as possible and smoked until morning. Next day every man (led by Stirling himself) jumped; no-one backed out. It was then that I realized that I was with a great bunch of chaps.” Thereafter parachute training progressed smoothly.

There were other problems though. Prime among them was the type of bomb which would be carried by the SAS raiding parties; it had to be small enough to be easily transportable, but big enough to do the job. The requisite device was invented by Jock Lewes, a small incendiary bomb made of oil, plastic and thermite. Appropriately enough it became known as the Lewes bomb.

Stirling sharpened his men for action with a training raid on the large RAF base at Heliopolis outside Cairo. An RAF Group-Captain had been unwise enough to tell L Detachment that their planned enterprise of attacking enemy aircraft on the ground was unrealistic. Although the airfield guards had been warned of their coming, and daily reconnaissance planes sent up, the SAS could not be kept out. After marching 90 miles across the desert by night and hiding up by day, they placed stickers representing bombs on the RAF aircraft before slipping away into the desert darkness.

To celebrate their success, L Detachment were given a few days leave in Cairo. Before they had lacked an identity, but training had made them into a cohesive unit. They took pride too, in their new unit insignia. The design of the cap badge was the result of a competition won by Sergeant Bob Tait who came up with a flaming sword of Damocles emblem. David Stirling added the motto “Who Dares Wins”. The one problem was the unit’s headgear: a white beret. After this drew unceremonious wolf whistles in Cairo, it was hurriedly replaced, first by a khaki forage cap, then by the famous sand-coloured beret.

After their leave, the men of L Detachment assembled to hear the details of their first real attack, scheduled for the night of 17 November 1941, when five SAS groups would parachute into the desert near Gazala and attack the five forward German fighter airfields. It was to be the opening prelude to Auckinleck’s attempt to relieve Tobruk. Stirling assembled his men. “With luck”, he told them, “we’ll polish off Rommel’s entire fighter force.” There were whistles and cheers.

Alas, L Detachment’s luck was out.

The weather forecast on the morning of 16 November looked ominous. The wind was strong and it looked as though it might rain – far from ideal conditions for parachuting. Even so, Stirling decided to press ahead with the mission, partly because Auckinleck expected it, mostly because many of the men who had joined the SAS had done so out of disgust for the continual cancellation of their commando operations. To call off the drop, Stirling concluded, would have been catastrophic for morale. At 19.30 the five Bombays containing L Detachment left the runway, flying first out to sea, then turning inland to cross the coast well behind German lines. The aircraft tossed around wildly in the wind, and the ground below was totally obscured by the darkness and the sandstorm. The drop was more than a failure, it was a disaster. Of his group, Stirling was the first to jump. It was so black and murky that he could not see the ground. He waited and waited for the impact. He recorded later that it was like being suspended in space. Then there was a smashing blow. For some seconds he was unconscious but luckily nothing was broken. It took him nearly an hour to assemble the rest of his stick who had been dragged all over the desert by the wind. One man could not be found, others were injured, and vital supplies were missing. They had some Lewes bombs, but no detonators and so could not carry out their mission. Stirling resolved on the spot that never again would detonators and bombs be packed separately. There was nothing to do but call off the planned attack and attempt to walk the forty miles into the desert for the planned rendezvous with a motor patrol for the Long Range Desert Group (LRDG).

It took several days for the SAS parties to reach the LRDG rendezvous. Some never made it. Of the fifty-one officers and men who had jumped into the storm three days before, only five officers (including Stirling himself) and eighteen men were left. Any other man would have given up the idea of a special desert force.

Stirling, however, decided to press ahead. Fortunately for him the Eighth Army Command had more to think about than the fortunes of a small band of irregulars; the counter-offensive against Rommel had become bogged down by tough German resistance. So Stirling withdrew with the remnants of his unit to a remote oasis at Gialo, where he began preparing for another mission. He had already abandoned the idea of parachuting into the desert. At the rendezvous with the LRDG, David Lloyd-Owen of the latter unit had proposed that his patrols could get Stirling and his men to and from their targets. Although essentially a reconnaissance group such a task was easily within the LRDG’s capability. Stirling accepted with alacrity. Now at Gialo, Stirling and his men pored over maps. A quick success was obviously necessary to wipe out the failure of the first raid, if hostile elements at GQ were not to succeed in burying the fledgling SAS.

In only a matter of days Stirling’s idea was vindicated. In early December an SAS group under Paddy Mayne destroyed 24 enemy aircraft at Tamet airfield, while Bill Fraser’s party destroyed 37 at Agedabia. Two weeks later, Paddy Mayne led a six-man group back to Tamet and accounted for a further 27 aircraft. A group led by Stirling himself reached the airfield at Bagush but were unable to plant their bombs. Their improvized response to this situation was to prove so successful that it was used often in future: a motorized charge down the airstrip, blazing away at the aircraft with machine guns and grenades from the back of the LRDG jeeps.

Fitzroy Maclean later wrote of the huge success of these raids: “Working on these lines, David achieved a series of successes which surpassed the wildest expectations of those who had originally supported his venture. No sooner had the enemy become aware of his presence in one part of the desert than he was attacking them somewhere else. Never has the element of surprise, the key to success in all irregular warfare, been more brilliantly exploited. Soon the number of aircraft destroyed was well into three figures.”

It was not only aircraft which received the attention of the SAS. Stirling was quick to see the vulnerability of Rommel’s supply lines. Convoys were attacked, harbours raided. Recruits flocked to join L Detachment. Stirling himself was promoted to Major in January 1942. Seven months later, Stirling’s force had grown to Regimental size (750 men) and was renamed 1 SAS.

Perhaps the real proof of the SAS concept was that it survived without the presence of its founder, it wasn’t dependent on the charisma and drive of only one man. David Stirling led from the front and in January 1943 he paid the price. He was captured in Tunisia by the Germans. The SAS went on without him, not only in North Africa, but into Italy, France, Holland and eventually Germany. By 1945, the idea David Stirling had conceived in his hospital bed had become more than a war-winning unit. It had become a legend.

[image: image] EYEWITNESS: SAS in South East Asia

A former member of the SAS Regiment describes his experiences in Malaysia with a small team of troops sent to win the “hearts and minds” of the villagers along the border with Borneo and Indonesia. Many of the tribesmen had never seen a white man before, and winning them over presented novel problems to the British soldiers.

“When the confrontation between Indonesia and the fledgling Malaysia ended in 1968, the British presence was reduced to a mere token force, as the terrorist problem officially no longer existed. In practice however, there was still a problem, and the best military solution lay in wholesale search-and-destroy missions. But the British could not overtly engage in such operations and so they were disguised as ‘hearts and minds’ operations.

“There were, and still are, many primitive tribes living in the highlands. They were officially designated as being Aboriginal Peoples; government policy was to try to educate them slowly into the ways of civilization, restricting contact to essential medical services.

“So it was that various elements of Far East Land Forces found themselves ostensibly visiting Aboriginal villagers (when they could find them) in order to dispense medical supplies and basic medical aid. Weapons and ammunition could be carried because these were always taken into the jungle, even on exercise.

“I was attached to a ‘hearts and minds’ team as a specialist in combat intelligence. It was my job to talk – usually via an interpreter – to the headman of any village we came to and find out if there was any activity in the area. Gradually, I’d hope to build up some sort of picture of any terrorist organisation, figuring out who they were, where they were based, what weapons they had and so on. As well as myself, we had a signaller, a medic, four minders who could act independently if they had to, an interpreter/tracker who spoke some of the local dialects, and the boss, a young captain, who came from the same regiment as the minders.

“All in all, it was one of the best jobs I ever had – we were on our own and I got to see the kinds of people who you only ever read about; the Aborigines. Lovely, gentle people they were, but a little confused by some of the medical practices they were being taught.

“I remember one village we came to, the headman came out to meet us and the old boy had a very well developed chest – a sort of geriatric Page Three. It worried our medic quite a bit until finally we found out what had happened. Apparently a government team had been there about a year before, preaching the virtues of birth control. Then, when they left, they gave the village a year’s supply of birth control pills. Well there was no way that the headman was going to let valuable medicine be used by mere women, so he scoffed the lot himself. As a result he developed breasts as well as beginning to talk in a high pitched voice. Our medic explained that an enemy had cursed the medicine and with great ceremony the remaining pills were burned.

“We used to travel initially by Land Rover or canoe, though sometimes we were choppered in. We’d choose one village as a base and then try to cover a 1- to 20-mile radius around it. For weapons we had Armalites, SLRs, shotguns, grenades, some Claymore mines and a GPMG. Usually, the boss and a couple of minders would disappear off on their own for two or three days, particularly if we got what looked like hard into on a terrorist group somewhere in the area.

“In theory, if we found that there was a terrorist group nearby we were supposed to contact HQ Farelf, who would contact the Malaysian authorities, who would send in their own boys. In practice, if the boss thought that we couldn’t handle it ourselves he’d get in touch with another ‘hearts and minds’ team who would whistle over to give a hand. I’m not sure, but I think that prisoners were regarded as being an embarrassment, so if there was any action terrorists who weren’t killed were allowed to get away – after all the more stories they told their mates in Thailand or Burma about how unfriendly Malaya had suddenly become the better for all of us.

“The first time I saw action, I was driving the Land Rover back from the nearest town some 30 Klicks away. The track was an old logging road, so it was quite brutal. There was tall primary jungle on one side and burntout lallang (secondary jungle) on the other.

“Anyway, suddenly I heard that sharp ‘pop-pop-pop’ that means some joker’s using an SMG and the front offside tyre was blown out. This was at the very start of the ‘hearts and minds’ campaign, so I don’t think the terrorists had realized that the Brits posed an actual threat. But in a mad moment I got out of the vehicle – which anyway had slewed across the track – and shouted out: ‘You effing idiot, I’m British!’ Funny what goes through your mind at the time . . . all I can remember now is being furious because I’d have to spend time repairing the bloody tyre!

“There was a moment of silence during which I suddenly realized that I was not in a good position and that maybe I should try to sneak off into the lallang behind me. Then I hear a voice from the primary jungle shouting ‘Sorry Johnny!’ Then nothing. After about half an hour I finished shaking, changed the tyre – have you ever tried changing a tyre from underneath a vehicle? – and got back to camp. The boss and the minders were still laughing about it weeks later and for a time it looked as if ‘British Johnny’ was going to be my permanent nickname!”

[image: image] EYEWITNESS: The Australian SAS in Vietnam

Andrew Freemantle left the British Army in 1969 and served for three years with the Royal Australian Regiment and Australian Special Air Service. He served for 11 months in Vietnam.

“On 22 May 1971, I was commanding the standby patrol in the Australian SAS squadron base on the hill at Nui Dat, South Vietnam. The task of my five man team on that day was to be prepared at short notice to deploy, by a variety of methods, either to reinforce or assist one of our patrols already in there.

“One such patrol (call sign 23, a five man recce patrol) had been operating for five days some 50 miles to the north of Nui Dat, in an American area usually patrolled by the 1st Air Cavalry and notorious for its high level of enemy activity.

“On 21 May, patrol 23 had reported seeing and hearing some main force Viet Cong constructing bunkers in an area of thick secondary jungle. The patrol had attempted a close recce, but it had great difficulty getting very close to the enemy because large numbers of dried leaves on the ground made quiet movement almost impossible. But it was clear from the number of enemy seen and the amount of general enemy movement in the area, that a significant position, possibly a battalion base, was being constructed.

“The commander of patrol 23 had decided to withdraw to a safer area and call for the assistance of a standby patrol. This would give him a better chance of being able to fight his way out if he got into trouble, or of being able to create a diversion should either patrol be compromised.

“So on the morning of 22 May, my patrol, patrol 15, abseiled through the trees to reinforce patrol 23, in an area far enough away from the enemy sighting to make it impossible for them to hear us. Various diversionary tactics were used to disguise the whereabouts of our helicopters, but because of the frequent chopper movements in much of South Vietnam (unlike previous jungle campaigns such as Malaya or Borneo) the use of helicopters to insert a covert patrol was not as risky as it might seem.

“Once on the ground we received an update of the situation. Then we patrolled carefully towards where patrol 23 had seen the enemy. This took several hours, but by 14.30 we were in the vicinity of the enemy camp. By this stage our rate of movement had slowed to about 100 metres in an hour, and we were all acutely aware of an enemy presence, even though we’d not yet seen anyone.

“Without warning a Viet Cong soldier, dressed in green and carrying an AK-46, appeared from behind a tree about five metres away and opened fire. By this time in the tour we were quite quick on the draw, so he flew back in a hail of fire from our automatic SLRs and M16s.

“Then all hell broke loose. Obviously we’d walked right into the middle of what appeared to be a major VC bunker complex. Within a few seconds we were under fire from six occupied bunkers, dug in an L shaped configuration We were forced to go to ground in a shallow depression about seven metres from the nearest bunker.

“My patrol seemed to be under fire from three bunkers along the bottom of the L, and the patrol we’d been sent to reinforce was about 20 metres away, under fire from bunkers along the side of the L. The enemy, of course, were firing through slits in the front and sides of each bunker, so when we started to throw grenades at them they exploded harmlessly either on the trench parapet or on top of the metre or so of overhead protection that formed the roof of each bunker.

“But when the enemy threw grenades at us we had no such protection, and things became quite lively. Mick, my medic, was soon wounded in the shoulder and leg. I felt a great whoosh behind me and a stinging sensation in my backside. An enemy grenade had gone over our heads and exploded just behind us.

“The ensuing fire fight lasted for about 20 minutes and was conducted at ranges of no more than 20 metres. I remember admiring the coolness of trooper Hans, already the holder of the DCM, firing deliberately and steadily at the muzzle flashes from the nearest bunker, while branches leaves and wood chips thrown up by enemy fire flew all around him.

“Meanwhile, I took stock of a rapidly deteriorating situation. The options were simple: either storm what was largely an unknown but well protected objective, or get the hell out of it and live to fight another day. I decided on the latter course, and I must say it’s a decision I have never regretted.

“By this stage we’d all fired at least 200 rounds apiece, and thrown or fired most of our grenades. At that moment some bright spark fired a 4-mm CS gas cartridge at a bunker and missed. But the resulting cloud of gas, together with white phosphorous smoke, created enough confusion to allow us to break contact, using individual fire and movement, crawling on our bellies and pulling our wounded.

“In spite of the noise and confusion my 2IC, Clive, an ex-Royal Marine, had remembered to make ready a time delay smoke container to mark the camp so that bombers could attack it later from the air. I watched with alarm as the hand on the watch of the timing device fell off as he put the smoke container down behind a tree. With great presence of mind he pulled out a knife, smashed the watch glass with the handle and carefully repositioned the hand. By this time everyone else had withdrawn, and I was rather keen to join them.

“Twenty minutes later we reached a small clearing, and we were all extracted by winch, under cover of fire from helicopter gunships that suppressed the enemy throughout.

“Only one of us needed hospital treatment, and the rest of us needed a beer on our return to base.”

[image: image] EYEWITNESS: With BATT in Oman

In 1970 the Sultan of Oman was overthrown by his son with a little help from the SAS. The new regime received immediate British assistance against the communist backed Adoo guerillas who were based over the border in Yemen. The SAS and its attached units were known as BATT (British Army Training Team) and was to train the loyal Arab army and the Firquat tribesmen. I was part of a four-man despatch team working as ATLOs (Air Transport Liaison Operators). In fact we flew operational despatch sorties and any underslung equipment sorties.

“One day, Dave, myself and an SAS psyops (psychological operations) trooper were briefed on a sortie for early the following day. We were to fly along the coast until we came to the border, and then fly parallel until we reached a certain grid reference which was a known Adoo area. We were to shower it with leaflets, calling on the enemy to surrender, telling them they would be well treated and, more importantly, that they would be well paid for the brand new AK-47 rifles the Russians had given them. This ‘hearts and minds’ campaign was proving highly successful.

“We took off from Salalha at 06.00 in a battered Britten-Norman Defender which had its machine guns and rocket pods removed to give more room for fuel and the payload – four men and a lot of leaflets in cardboard boxes. We had no weapons other than those we carried with us: two SLRs, an M16 and the pilot’s pistol.

“At 13,000 ft we levelled off. The drone of the engines made talking impossible and we each sat in our own silence. Occasionally through the haze I caught sight of an Arab dhow. Was it a friendly fishing boat or a Communist gun-runner? The only way to find out would be to overfly it at a couple of hundred feet and without our usual machine guns and rockets, this would have been decidedly unhealthy. We droned on.

“We had no parachutes. I had been told by one pilot that if we received a direct hit from a rocket we would be instantly incinerated. We performed a slow turn to the right, and through the window I saw the forbidding peaks of the mountains and the Omani coastline getting closer. Then we were crossing the moonscape wastes of the desert towards the foothills. The ground was covered in huge boulders. Not a good place for a crash-landing.

“ ‘Running in,’ the pilot shouted over the noise of the engine. We got busy on the boxes, splitting bundles of leaflets and preparing them for the drop. One or two that got loose fluttered around in front of the cabin like demented flies. ‘OK start dropping now,’ came the command. We grabbed handfuls of leaflets and threw them out and back into the slipstream ensuring that they were well separated by the time they met the ground. Within two minutes we had emptied the aircraft, and for good measure, we tossed the empty boxes out as well. The pilot turned the plane around and headed for the coast and relative safety.

“We had just sat down and strapped in when Dave, who had been admiring the view, turned and shouted, ‘I think I just saw a smoke trail below us.’ We all looked at each other. The pilot did not need to be told twice: he banked violently to starboard and started a series of banks and turns that we hoped would confuse the missile below us, homing in on the heat of our engine exhausts. Unlike other aircraft in the war zone we carried no heat deflectors, magnesium flares or any other jamming devices. If we were to survive it would mostly be by luck.

“After a few rapid turns my bacon and eggs from breakfast were making a comeback and at that moment if I’d had a chute I would have jumped. My knuckles were white from gripping the seat strap. A look at the others confirmed that they were in the same state. I gulped in cold air from the open door. Suddenly we were levelling off. I looked at the pilot who was going about his business as if nothing had happened.

“What’s going on?” I yelled.

“No sweat!” he shouted.

“What about the SAM?” we all wanted to know.

“Must have been a short-range job; never got anywhere near us.”

“We breathed a sigh of relief. The pilot didn’t intend giving the Adoo another chance and our plane went into a rapid dive, the engine noise changing to a high-pitched whine. By the time we reached the sea we had gone from 13,000 ft to zero ft in about a minute and a half, and we were skimming the warm blue Arabian sea.

“Stripping off all my extra layers of clothing because of the heat, as we were now getting at low altitude, I noticed for the first time lots of large black shapes in the water below. I pointed at them. Our trooper nodded and mouthed the word SHARKS. The water didn’t seem all that inviting any more. The flight back to Salalha was uneventful. On landing we waved farewell to our pilot and drove back to base to make our report.”

THE BATTLE OF MIRBAT

A little before dawn on 19 July 1972 an eight-man SAS BATT detachment stationed in Mirbat, Oman, was attacked by 250 Communist guerrillas or Adoo. It was the beginning of a battle as extraordinary as that fought at Rorke’s Drift or the Imjin River. The Sultanate of Oman – a British ally and strategically important Gulf nation – had been in a state of civil war in its southern province of Dhofar since the early 1960s. Originally Arab nationalists, the insurgent Adoo had become hardline Communists, aided and sponsored by South Yemen. The Adoo were a formidable enemy, well-trained and equipped with Soviet arms. However, their appeal had been weakened by the new Sultan, Qaboos, who had wooed over elements of the insurrectionists with promises of material progress. In order to reassert their influence, the Adoo needed victory against the Sultan’s Armed Forces, the firqat (guerrillas who had changed sides) and the Sultan’s British helpers, the Special Air Service. Hence the attack on Mirbat. Tom Verry gives this account.

The nervousness of the men electrified the chill dank air. Silent, except for the slight chink-chink of a dislodged pebble or the hoarse whisper of a command, they lay in their assault positions, shamags pulled tight against the cold. Some sought relief from the tension by checking and rechecking their Kalisnikov AK-47s, others prayed to Allah, their lips wordlessly mouthing the Koran in the dark. Like soldiers everywhere they wanted the action to begin, the waiting over.

To the left of the Adoo the sky began to lighten. Before them, something over a thousand yards away, they could make out the low, flat roofs of Mirbat and the sea which surrounded it on two sides. Behind them lay the forbidding height of the Jabal, from which they had descended in the night in fast-moving parties of forty or more. Suddenly there was a single snap of a high velocity rifle, followed by the crackle of a 12.7 mm Shoagin machine-gun. Their presence had been spotted by a picket on the Jabal Ali, a small rise to the north of the town. Realizing that the element of surprise had been lost, Adoo mortarmen began to shower bombs on the town. The riflemen rose up and ran forward, raising their weapons to their shoulders as they did so. It was just before 5.30 a.m. on 19 July 1972.

Inside the town, the shells caused Captain M.J.A. Kealy of B Squadron, 22 SAS, to tumble out of his sleeping bag, seize his SLR and run up to the roof of “BATThouse”, as the training detachment’s building was affectionately known. At 23 “Mike” Kealy had never been in action before; he was desperately worried, as he climbed upwards, about how he would behave under fire. And more, how he would command his seasoned NCOs and troopers who, technically at least, ranked below him.

Reaching the roof, Kealy was astounded by the sheer intensity of the assault. Previously the Adoo had satisfied themselves with desultory mortar and shell attacks, then hastily withdrawn. Now they were on the open ground just outside the perimeter wire which flanked the north and west of Mirbat. Through the half-light Kealy could see that the picket on the Jabal Ali had been overrun, and that a small stone fort held by twenty-five men of the Sultan’s Dhofar Gendarmerie (DG) 700 yards away to the right was bearing the brunt of a pounding assault. Nearer, almost on the water’s edge, was the Wali’s Fort, occupied by pro-Sultan Askari tribesmen from northern Oman who were returning slow but accurate fire from the bolt-action .303 rifles. Shells were landing everywhere inside the town, throwing up plumes of dust. The noise was deafening. An artillery round whistled low overhead to explode behind the house.

Assessing the situation in a manner he found almost a reflex, Kealy ordered the team’s sole mortar to lay down a white phosphorous smoke-screen. Meanwhile, Lance-Corporal Pete Wignall opened up with his .5 Browning, mounted on sandbags on the roof, and Corporal Roger Chapman unleashed a hail of GMPG rounds. Other SAS men calmly picked off the advancing Adoo with FN automatic rifles. Still they came forward, groups advancing under covering fire in textbook manner. Fire and movement. Fire and movement.

By now Kealy was apprehensive. The vigour of the enemy advance suggested that they knew the strength of those within Mirbat, a bare fifty fighting men. Grim-faced, he ordered Wignall to establish communications with base at Um Al Gwarif, and went downstairs to change his flip-flops for desert boots.

He returned within seconds to find the battle hotting up. Increasing daylight had not diminished the Adoo’s assault, only added to it. Explosions pummelled the BATThouse, some of the enemy rounds coming from the foreshore to the south: the town was surrounded. From a corner of the roof, Corporal Bob Bradshaw purposefully identified targets for the SAS mortar and machine-guns.

Behind Bradshaw Trooper Savesaki, a Fijian with the SAS, talked urgently over the radio to a gun-pit in front of the DG Fort manned by an Omani, Walid Khamis, and another Fijian SAS trooper, Corporal Labalada. The gun-pit housed the 25 pounder of Second World War vintage. Labalada, Savesaki informed Kealy, had been hit in the chin. Kealy agreed to Savesaki’s request to go to the aid of his countryman. For an agonizing minute the men on the roof watched Savesaki, a rugby player of renown, snake and sidestep bullets and explosions as he ran to the gun-pit – and disappeared safely over its sangar wall. The 25 pounder began to belch shells at the Adoo, causing deaths and injuries by the score.

Yet the Adoo continued to move inexorably forward. From a position near the wire they opened fire on the DG Fort with RPG-7 rocket-launchers and a Carl Gustav, whose 84 mm rounds began to shred the ancient building. By now the Adoo were breaching the wire. All SAS fire was directed at the perimeter near the Carl Gustav. With the situation worsening, Kealy ordered Trooper “I” to request an airstrike and a casevac chopper from Um al Gwarif. The helicopter was dispatched immediately but the low cloud-cover ruled out an airstrike.

It was now 07.00 hours, and an eerie lull suddenly descended on the battlefield. The Adoo, having loosed off thousands of rounds, needed to bring up more ammunition. The SAS, not wishing to draw fire, responded with silence. Only the steady crump of the Adoo mortars broke the morning quiet.

Kealy took advantage of the temporary abatement of battle to try to raise the gun-pit on the walkie-talkie. There was no response. Worried, Kealy determined to make the dangerous run to the gun-pit, over 400 yards of open ground, himself. An argument broke out, the other SAS men at the BATThouse insisting they take the risk. Kealy refused to let anyone go in his stead, but agreed to take Trooper Tobin, his medical orderly. Cautiously, the two men slipped out of the BATThouse and began a crouched run to the fort. Almost in the same moment, Corporal Chapman left the BATThouse for the beach to guide in the casevac chopper, already making its approach.

For the Adoo, the appearance of the helicopter was a signal for battle to erupt afresh. A ferocious barrage of bullets and shells went up from the Adoo positions, causing Chapman to hurriedly warn off the helicopter with a red grenade.

The unwelcome restart of battle found Kealy and Tobin halfway to the gun-pit. A burst of heavy machine-gun fire zipped between them. The two men threw themselves flat, waited a moment, then began making their way rapidly forwards, one running, the other covering. Back at the BATThouse, the other SAS troopers tried to lay down suppressing fire. Eventually, Tobin reached the pit, a jump getting him over the wall. Kealy, close on his heels, vaulted into the pit’s accompanying ammunition bay. To his disgust he landed on the body of a dead DG soldier. Glancing into the gun-pit, Kealy saw that Khamis, the Omani gunner, was dead, and the two SAS Fijians wounded. Savesaki, hit in the back, was propped against the sangar wall, his SLR somehow still emitting a steady fire. In the centre of the pit Trooper Labalaba, a bloody dressing on his face, was single-handedly loading and firing the 25 pounder. A hail of bullets ricocheted off its armoured shield, sparks flying. Then, as the Fijian reached down for another shell, he pitched forward silently, a bullet ending his life. Tobin sprang to take his place at the 25 pounder, but could only fire off one shell before an AK-47 bullet tore off his jaw, leaving him unconscious on the ground.

Only Kealy and Savesaki were left defending the gun-pit. The Adoo were now six or seven yards away and closing. A snap shot by Kealy felled a guerrilla who had Savesaki in his sights. The trooper, unaware, continued a steady crack-crack of shots at the enemy coming from the left. A torrent of LMG fire churned the ground just in front of the ammunition bay, one round passing so close to Kealy’s head that he could feel the vibration from its spinning metal mass. Then came grenades, one landing on the lip of the bunker, its explosion almost bursting Kealy’s ear-drums. Desperate, he spoke into the radio and told the BATThouse to spray either side of the fort with machine-gun fire and mortars, as close in as they could get. To shorten the range, the SAS mortarman had to hug his charge vertical to his chest as someone else dropped the shells down the barrel.

Putting down the radio, Kealy watched in horror as a grenade hit the edge of the ammunition bunker and rolled down towards him, its black fuse burning. He steeled himself for the pain which was to come . . . but the grenade failed to explode. A damp squib. There was no time to wonder or give thanks. The gun-pit was being hammered by small-arms fire and blows from the Carl Gustav. Through the smoke and flying sand Kealy could see Adoo edging around the Fort wall. Now they were only feet away. Kealy put his rifle over the top and began desperately snapping off bullets.

At the moment when it seemed that Kealy and Savesaki could hold on no longer, when they would surely be overrun, a Strikemaster of the Sultan’s air force miraculously appeared on the scene, its pilot steering the jet under the cloudbase of a mere 150 feet. Then another Strikemaster, cannons blazing, screamed over the battlefield. Seizing the ground-to-air radio in the BATThouse, Corporal Chapman began passing targets to the jets: a 500-kg bomb on the shallow wadi near the fort where the Adoo had ammassed for shelter; the Carl Gustav; the 7.62 mm machine-gun near the wire. Shells and rockets poured from the sky. To identify his friendly status to the jets, Kealy broke out a florescent marker panel and went to administer first aid to Savesaki. Although the airstrikes alleviated the situation at the gun-pit, the Adoo continued to ring the town, even setting up a fast counter-thrust from the east. Only land-based re-inforcements would save the battle for sure.

By fortunate coincidence, another SAS squadron was in Dhofar that day, waiting to take over from Kealy’s B Squadron – due to end its tour of duty that very morning of 19 July. So it was that 23 men of G Squadron in SOAF helicopters arrived on the beach at Mirbat at 09.15, deploying themselves in two hit groups and wiping out an Adoo GPMG emplacement and several other enemy positions as they surged forward towards the town. A second wave of G Squadron reinforcements landed, engaging the guerrillas on the seaward side of Mirbat. Another relay of Strikemaster jets hammered Adoo positions on the Jabal Ali, almost obliterating them in a hail of red tracer and 20 mm cannon fire. From the BATThouse Chapman and Bradshaw watched the daredevil Omani pilots with something approaching awe.

Perceptibly, the tide of battle shifted. Adoo began to slink away through the shallow wadis towards their refuge in the mists of the Jabal. Even so, it was 10.30 before the helicopter evacuation of wounded from the LZ commenced. Troopers Savesaki and Tobin and the Omani gunner Khamis were first out. For a while it seemed as though Tobin’s life might have been saved by some emergency first aid, but he died of his wounds shortly after arriving at Salalah Field Hospital.

Tobin and Corporal Labalaba were the sole SAS fatalities incurred during the Regiment’s hardest test. For this loss the SAS took the lives of thirty Adoo and wounded scores more. More than this, they broke the guerrilla’s morale. A proud warrior race, the Adoo of the Dhofar were beaten by warriors better than they. The Adoo never recovered from their defeat at Mirbat and ceased hostilities four years later. In retrospect, the SAS not only won the Battle of Mirbat but the Oman War.

Afterword

For his bravery and leadership at Mirbat, Captain Mike Kealy was awarded the DSO. Tragically, he died on an exercise in the Brecon Beacons in 1979. Trooper Tobin and Corporal Labalaba were posthumously awarded the DCM and a Mention in Dispatches respectively.

THE RESCUERS

The origins of SAS counter-terrorism in urban centres date back to the “Keeni Meeni” (Swahili for moving unseen like a snake) period in Aden, during which the major commanding A Squadron SAS set up a Close Quarter Battle Course for a selected team of troopers. Thereafter, the evolution of SAS Counter Revolutionary Warfare (CRW) proceeded almost by accident; during a period in the early 1970s when the Regiment found itself without an active campaign it offered its service to the British government as trainers of bodyguards for VIPs. The government saw this as a means of raising revenue, and hired out the Regiment to overseas heads of state. At the same time, at the Hereford HQ of 22 SAS, Bradbury Lines (later rechristened Stirling Lines in honour of the Regiment’s founder), a special house was constructed to train marksmen in the skills of shooting gunmen in the close confines of a room without hitting VIPs or other hostages. Formally called the Close Quarter Battle House (CQB), it is more usually known as “the Killing House”. (One exercise involves a trooper sitting amongst dummy terrorists, while other troopers burst in and riddle the dummies with live rounds). To maintain and improve the Regiment’s new skill a permanent CRW Wing was set up. This remained a modest affair until the Munich massacre in September 1972, when seven Palestinians from “Black September” seized the dormitory occupied by Israeli Olympic athletes, killing two and taking nine as hostage. The West German government agreed to allow the gunmen and hostages safe passage out of the country, but as the party moved through Munich airport German security forces opened fire. In the wild gunbattle that followed all the hostages were killed. European governments became alarmed about their ability to deal with terrorism. The West Germans themselves responded by setting up Grenzschutzgruppe 9 (GSG9), an elite counter-terrorist unit. Britain, meanwhile, turned to the SAS who were given the resources needed to expand the CRW Wing to a cadre consisting of one officer and four instructors, who in turn would be responsible for teaching all aspects of counter-terrorist work to all troopers. In addition, a CRW team of about twenty troopers, drawn on rota from the four operational Sabre squadrons was to be available at immediate notice to deal with any hostage or terrorist situation.

In the aftermath of Munich, the SAS quickly established links with the CRW groups of other Western nations, including Germany’s GSG9. These links would benefit both units at Mogadishu Airport, described here by Jon E Lewis, and London, in 1980.

Their tense faces blackened with camouflage paint, the commandos of the crack German anti-terrorist squad GSG9 edged slowly through the dark tropical night to the rear of the Boeing 737. Some held automatic pistols, others the Heckler & Koch MP5A2 sub-machine gun. One group of GSG9 edged to take up position under the Boeing’s wings and nose, another crouched beneath its tail plane. Ladders were propped gently against the aircraft, and magnetic charges placed around the passenger doors. In readiness by the ladders waited two men from Britain’s 22 SAS Regiment on temporary attachment to GSG9. The grim faced leader of GSG9, Ulrich Wegener, watched all these preparations with anticipation. Many questions racing through his mind. But one question looped and looped – could he get all the 79 hostages and crew off the hijacked airliner alive? Or would it turn into another massacre like Munich?

Wegener had commanded GSG9 from its creation in 1972, and had striven from the outset to make GSG9, recruited from the border police, an elite amongst CRW units. Rigorously selected (75 per cent of candidates fail entry) and trained, GSG9 men were also equipped with some of the most sophisticated weapons in the world, Model 19.357 Magnum handguns and Heckler & Koch MP5A2 sub-machine guns, the latter often in its MP5SD silenced version. After years of painstaking rehearsal for the real thing, GSG9 was now having the chance to prove its value – the storming of a hijacked jet on the runway of Mogadishu airport on 18 October 1977.

Five days before, at 13.00 hours on 13 October, Lufthansa Flight LH181 had lifted off the runway at Majorca’s Palma airport and set course for southern France. It never reached its destination. Four Palestinian liberationists, two men and two women, had smuggled guns aboard in their baggage and had proceeded to hijack the plane in mid-flight. Their principal object was to force the West German authorities to release members of the armed revolutionary organization, Baader-Meinhof. The Palestinians also demanded a £9 million ransom.

A wild career across the skies of Europe, the Middle East and the Horn of Africa then followed as the Palestinians sought a safe haven. Meanwhile, a minister of the West German government together with a member of GSG9 had flown to London. The minister wanted Britain to use its influence in Dubai, where the hijacked aircraft was about to land, to ensure diplomatic clearance for GSG9; the representative from GSG9 considered that the SAS might have some useful equipment and knowledge. It quickly became obvious to all that an SAS team attached to GSG9 for the duration of the hijack would be a distinct advantage. The two SAS men selected were Major Alistair Morrison, MC then second in command of 22 SAS and Sergeant Barry Davies, BEM, who commanded the CT sniper group. With them went a collection of “flash-bangs”, the SAS-invented magnesium-based concussion grenades which have the shock effect of stunning the enemy for valuable seconds.

Morrison and Davies flew out to Dubai, where they found Wegener and two of his men under virtual arrest. No sooner was this problem sorted out, than the hijacked aircraft flew on to the Republic of Yemen, where it for a time enjoyed sanctuary. Then the leader of the Palestinian gang, Mahmoud killed the captain of the airliner, Jürgen Schumann, for communicating with the security forces. Now flown by the co-pilot, the Boeing proceeded to Somalia on 17 October. Wegener and the two SAS men followed. Time, however, was running out for the hostages.

At Mogadishu, Mahmoud threatened to blow up the aircraft unless all his demands were met. To emphasize his seriousness he threw the body of Schumann onto the tarmac. From that moment on there was no possibility of a peaceful outcome. As a ruse to gain a few precious hours the negotiators told Mahmoud that 11 Baader-Meinhof members were being released. Even as Mahmoud was given this misinformation the main body of GSG9 arrived from Turkey and Wegener began putting the operation to storm the airliner, codenamed “Magic Fire” and based on a plan by Morrison and Davies, into motion.

At 01.00 hours on 18 October, GSG9 marksmen and troopers armed with grenade launchers moved out into the desert. Morrison and Davies began preparing their “fireworks”. The operation began at 01.50. While two hijackers on the flight decks were kept talking by the control tower, the assault teams and the two SAS men moved into their positions. At 02.07, 23 minutes before Mahmoud’s final deadline, a flaming oil drum was rolled onto the runway in front of the aircraft. Ladders were placed against the doors and magnetic charges carefully put into place. Morrison and Davies climbed silently on to the wing and along to the emergency passenger door. As the terrorists watched the fire, there was a massive explosion. The passenger doors at the rear and front of the aircraft were blow in. So was the emergency door above the port wing. Through this the SAS men threw in their flash-bangs which exploded with a deafening roar. The GSG9 assault teams waited a second or two and then kicked in the passenger doors and stormed into the aircraft. A fierce gun battle followed as GSG9 troopers neutralized the Palestinians at the front and rear of the plane. Mahmoud flung two grenades that exploded harmlessly under the seats before being cut down by a burst from a Heckler & Koch. One of the women Palestinians ran into a lavatory, where she was shot in the head by Wegener. As Wegener and the SAS men had guessed, the hostages strapped in their seats would be safe below the line of fire. No hostages were killed in the exchange. Of the Palestinians, three were killed, one was taken prisoner. One GSG9 trooper was slightly wounded. The storming of the aircraft had taken just five minutes.

On their return to the 22 SAS camp at Hereford, Morrison and Davies extolled the virtues of the Heckler & Koch MP5A2 that they had just witnessed in action. Tests confirmed its superiority over the American Ingram sub-machine gun used by the SAS CT teams, and it became the choice of the Regiment. In addition to firing at a rate of up to 650rpm, the 9 mm Heckler & Koch MP5A3 can, if need be fire single shots. It is light (2kg) and short (32.5cm). The first time the “Hockler” was used in action by the SAS was just three years later, during the Iranian Embassy siege.

THE FALKLANDS WAR

William Aymes recounts the remarkable story of the SAS in the Falklands conflict.

When the going gets tough the tough, as the adage has it, get going. On Friday 2 April 1982 Argentina invaded the Falklands Islands, two small British specks of land almost lost in the vastness of the South Atlantic sea. Immediately on hearing the news – via a BBC newsflash – Lieutenant-Colonel Mike Rose, the CO of 22 SAS, put the Regiment on stand-by and offered its services to Brigadier Julian Thompson of 3 Commando Brigade, Royal Marines. If there was to be a British counter-attack, Rose reasoned, it was a near certainty that the Commando Brigade, trained in amphibious warfare, would be in the van of the assault. It was Rose’s intention that the Special Air Service would share the burden of combat – and, dare say it, the future limelight of military history – in what might be Britain’s last colonial war.

The SAS appeal fell on favourably inclinded ears. On 4 April, after SAS soldiers had been frantically summoned back from leave, training courses, even patrols in the bandit country of Northern Ireland, an advance party from D Squadron flew south to Ascension Island. By the next day the rest of D Squadron, together with all their kit, was also airborne for Ascension, a telling tribute to the efficiency of the quartermasters at Stirling Lines, the SAS’s headquarters.

The Squadron’s landfall was the British-owned base in the middle of the Atlantic, just below the Equator. Although 3,885 miles from the Falklands it was the nearest British territory of serviceable use. Hot and cramped, Ascension had little to recommend it, so it was with small regret that the 90 troopers of D Squadron found their sojourn quickly curtailed. Injured British pride and morale required, the government of Margaret Thatcher felt, some form of immediate and dramatic military action. The chosen target was Grytviken, the former whaling station on the island of South Georgia, 870 miles south-east of the main Falkland Islands group.

The execution of Operation Paraquet – soon corrupted to Operation Paraquat, after the branded weedkiller – fell to D Squadron 22 SAS, alongside part of M Company, 423 Royal Marine Commando (“The Mighty Munch”), and 2 Section of the SBS, some 235 men in all. On 21 April the small assault force, carried in HMS Endeavour, HMS Antrim and HMS Plymouth, came in sight of South Georgia, an ice-bound mountainous wilderness which formed, before the Argentinian occupation, the base for the British Antarctic Survey. Since little was known about the deployment of Argentinian forces on the island, Major Guy Sheridan RM, the commander of the assault force, ordered covert recces. The Mountain Troop of D Squadron was inserted by helicopter in near white-out conditions of driving snow. Carrying 771b of kit and hauling heavily loaded pulks (sledges), the Troop inched down the Fortuna Glacier. After a night of hurricane-force winds, the Troop commander, Captain John Hamilton, had no choice but to request extraction. Three A/SW Wessex helicopters landed on the glacier and embarked the men, but on take-off one of the helicopters suffered a white-out and crashed. All the troopers and crew escaped alive and were redistributed to the other helicopters. On take-off another Wessex crashed, again without loss of life, but leaving 13 men stranded on the glacier. Overloaded and running low on fuel, the pilot of the third “helo”, Lieutenant-Commander Ian Stanley, RN, had no choice but to fly back to Antrim. Yet later that day, in a virtuoso flying display, Stanley returned to the blizzard-swept glacier, located the survivors and embarked them. The machine, dangerously overloaded, barely made it back to the ship, crash-landing on the deck. For his valour and professionalism, Stanley was awarded the DSO.

With the Task Force’s helicopter capability reduced by two-thirds, the planners decided to launch D Squadron’s Boat Troop. Two of their five Gemini inflatables suffered engine failure, but three crews managed to get ashore and set up watch on Leith and Stromness on the night of 22 April. Three days later Commander Stanley successfully inserted an SBS patrol a few miles from Grytviken. Flying back to Antrim he spotted on the surface of the sea the Argentinian submarine Santa Fe, which he immediately attacked, straddling her with a pair of depth charges. These inflicted sufficient damage to prevent her diving, and she was shortly afterwards attacked by helicopters from Endurance and the frigate Brilliant. The Santa Fe, listing badly, limped into Grytviken, where her condition and the sight of British helicopters in hot pursuit caused near panic in the 130-strong enemy garrison. Although Sheridan and D Squadron’s commanding officer, Major Cedric Delves, could only immediately muster 75 men they decided to exploit the Argentinian’s set-back. To the roar of supporting gunfire from Antrim and Plymouth, directed by a Royal Artillery commando offier, previously infiltrated ashore, an SAS composite Troop landed about two miles from the settlement, to be followed by two composite RM/SBS Troops.

Screened from Grytviken by a small mountain, the SAS struck out and began to advance on the port. Some elephant seals, mistaken for Argentinian troops, were shot-up and a suspected enemy position – demolished promptly by a Milan missile – turned out to be an ancient piece of scrap iron. These hazards negotiated, the Troop ascended to the top of Brown Mountain to find the buildings of the port below festooned with white flags. The garrison surrendered without a shot, Sergeant-Major Gallagher of D Squadron wasting little time in hauling down the Argentinian flag and replacing it with the Union flag. To their incredulity the SAS assault party discovered, from an enemy soldier who could speak English, that they had walked, blithely unaware, through a minefield ringing the Argentinian weapons pits. The next morning, 26 April, two troops from D Squadron, together with an SBS team, took the peaceful surrender of the Leith garrison. South Georgia was once again in British hands.

While D Squadron had South Georgia on its mind, another Squadron from 22 SAS, G Squadron, had been sailing towards the war zone on the RFA Resource. Since little in the way of aerial or satellite pictures of Argentinian positions on the Falklands was available, G Squadron was earmarked for old-style “eye-ball” reconnaissance. Beginning on 1 May, eight four-man SAS patrols were inserted by Sea King helicopter, an earlier plan to parachute them in being cancelled at the last moment. (Also scrapped was a plan to crash-land two C130 aircraft, packed to the roof with SAS troopers, on the runway at Port Stanley, the SAS troopers rushing out – so the planners hoped – to bring the war to a swift conclusion.) As ever, the SAS troopers went into action heavily loaded with equipment and weapons. Their bergens bulged with waterproofs, rations, communications equipment and ammunition, while everyone carried an American-made 66 mm Light Anti-tank Weapon (LAW) which, together with the XM 203 (an Armalite rifle with a pump-action grenade-launcher attached to the underside), was the flavour of the campaign. The recce teams were dropped up to 20 miles from their lying-up positions (LOPs), on reaching which they established a forward observation post (OP). This was manned by two men during the day, while the other two manned the main “hide”, often a mere shallow depression scraped into the featureless, windswept terrain and covered with ponchos. Life in the hides was unrelentingly grim, with little or no chance to brew up hot food or drink, and cold, wet weather that seeped into the bones. The record for enduring a hide was 28 days, set by Sergeant Mather and his team above Bluff Cove.

As well as discomfort, danger was always present. On 10 June an SAS hide was discovered by the Argentinians. Captain John Hamilton of D Squadron – who by then had rejoined the main Task Force – and his signaller were surrounded. In the firefight which ensued, Hamilton was killed trying to cover his comrade’s escape. For his bravery Hamilton was awarded a posthumous Military Cross. On several occasions, SAS and SBS patrols ran into each other, opening fire until both sides realized their mistake. One such “blue-on-blue” incident ended tragically, with the death of SBS Sergeant “Kiwi” Hunt.

The recce teams, however, achieved conspicuous results. One four-man patrol led by G Squadron’s Captain Aldwin Wight was tasked with observing Argentinian movements around Port Stanley, and accordingly established a hide on Beaver Ridge overlooking the port, an area heavily patrolled by the enemy. The SAS team discovered a night dispersal area for Argentinian helicopters between Mount Kent and Mount Estancia. When this intelligence was relayed back to the fleet, two Harrier aircraft attacked the site, destroying three enemy helicopters.

Besides reconnaissance, the SAS was tasked to carry out its quintessential activity of offensive raiding. An early target was the Argentinian airstrip on Pebble Island where, just before dawn on 21 May, 11 1A-58 Pucara aircraft were destroyed on the ground by the Boat Troop and Mountain Troop of D Squadron. The attack commenced with a blitz of LAW rockets, mortars and small-arms fire from the SAS, which was complemented by the guns of HMS Glamorgan. With the Argentinians forced into cover, the SAS moved onto the airstrip and fixed explosive charges to the planes. Within 15 minutes all 11 aircraft had been destroyed, with only one SAS casualty, a trooper hit by shrapnel in the leg. The SAS men were then picked up by Navy helos, who arrived on the dot, perfectly ending a textbook operation.

On the night before the main Task Force landing at San Carlos, the SAS mounted a sequence of diversionary raids. These included the landing of 60 men of D Squadron, who “yomped” for 20 hours to reach the hills north of Darwin to attack the garrison at Goose Green. Their intention was to simulate a battalion-sized (600 men) attack, and accordingly they rained down a torrent of LAWs, Milan missiles, GMPG rounds and tracer into the Argentinian positions. Such was the ferocity of the barrage that the enemy failed to probe the SAS positions and could only manage sporadic return fire. By mid-morning, the main landing accomplished, the SAS disengaged from Goose Green, marching north to meet 2 Para as they made their way inland. En route, the SAS were intercepted by a Pucara ground-attack aircraft. Fatalities seemed certain, but as the plane approached an SAS trooper launched an American Stinger missile. He scored a direct hit, the aircraft exploding into flames.

Over the next fortnight SAS patrols continued their recces and probing missions. At the end of May D Squadron seized Mount Kent, 40 miles behind enemy lines, and held it for several days until reinforced by 42 Commando Marines. This despite aggressive – and brave – patrolling from Argentine special forces, which resulted in a series of sharp nocturnal firefights. After their relief, D Squadron was in action again, with five teams landed on West Falkland. But the considerable enemy garrisons at Fox Bay and Port Howard responded vigorously and enjoyed excellent radio-direction-finding equipment. It was on West Falkland that Captain John Hamilton lost his life.

The other SAS patrols were more fortunate and escaped detection to call down regular barrages of naval gunfire. To its disappointment a patrol from B Squadron – which had recently joined the Task Force by way of parachute drop into the Atlantic – was tasked to ambush a reinforcement of the garrison at Fox Bay, but the enemy failed to turn up. By now it was becoming clear to all that the war was in its last days.

There remained one major SAS raid, which was mounted in East Falkland on the night of 13–14 June. To take the pressure off 2 Para, who were assaulting Wireless Ridge a few miles west of Port Stanley, the SAS volunteered to put in a raid to the enemy rear – from the sea. Two troops from D Squadron, one from G Squadron and six men from 3 SBS rode into Port Stanley harbour on high-speed Rigid Raiders with the aim of setting fire to the oil-storage tanks there. As troopers from the Regiment later conceded, the raid was more audacious than wise. The Argentinians opened up with every available weapon, including triple-barrelled 20 mm Rheinmetall anti-aircraft cannon depressed to their lowest trajectory. These spewed out a constant stream of glowing red metal which obliged the raiders to withdraw if they were not to suffer heavy losses.

The next morning, 14 June, it was all over. Their morale gone and their position hopeless, the Argentinians surrendered. British victory owed no small part to the men of 22 SAS. Fittingly, therefore, the surrender was effectively taken by the Commanding Officer of 22 SAS Mike Rose.

The campaign to liberate the Falklands brought fresh glories to the pages of Regimental history, but they had their price. A few days after the attack on Pebble Island a helicopter cross-decking members of D Squadron from HMS Hermes to HMS Intrepid hit something, probably a giant petrel, which got sucked into its air intake. The Sea King plummetted into the icy water with the loss of 20 SAS troopers and attached specialists, plus one of the aircrew. It was the heaviest loss the Regiment had suffered in a single day since the Second World War.

With the end of the campaign, the SAS returned home to Stirling Lines. As ever, the Regiment was shy of publicity, the men slipping back into barracks without fanfare or applauding crowds. None returned more secretly than the SAS teams who had been sent to operate on the Argentinian mainland, primarily to provide early warning of enemy aircraft taking off, although a large-scale raid of the Rio Gallegos airfield was set in motion but aborted at the last minute. The only real evidence of these clandestine operations is a burnt-out Sea King helicopter from a squadron attached to the Task Force which was discovered on the shores of southern Chile. Some secrets may never be told.


C7

In 2001 the SAS dropped use of the M16 rifle (see p44) in favour of the Canadian C7. The Regiment had tested the C7 for two years and been extremely impressed by its reliability and firepower. These qualities offset the high price tag of the C7: £5500 a piece.

As adapted for use by the special forces, the C7 is a complete weapons system, having laser targetting, a grenade launcher, and sniper/semi/-automatic/full-automatic firing models. It is this weapon that the SAS took into Afghanistan against Al-Qaeda and the Taliban.

Specification (C7 Special Forces Weapon)

Cartridge: 5.56 × 45 mm NATO; Weight (complete with optical sight and 30rd magazine) 4.4 kg; Length (stock fully retracted) 80 cm; Magazine: 30 or 100 round; Effective rage 800m

Assessment

Reliability *****; Accuracy ***; Worldwide users ***.



WAR OF THE SHADOWS: 22 SAS IN BOSNIA

Away down the mountain, through the myriad fir trees, Sarajevo lay still in the night. There were few lights. Sarajevo had long ceased to function as a modern city. The capital of Muslim Bosnia was ringed by mountains – and the mountains were held by the Serbs and their artillery.

It was approaching 0100 hours on 30 August 1995. For 40 months the Serbs had been shelling Sarajevo, causing over 10,000 civilians to be killed. Although the UN peacekeeping force had ordered a ‘warning’ airstrike against the Serbs in May, this had been haughtily ignored; as a reply the Serbs had taken 400 UN peacekeepers hostage. Elsewhere in Bosnia, the Serb Army of General Ratko Mladic, had ‘ethnically cleansed’ vast areas of their Muslims. No-one doubted that the same genocidal fate awaited Sarajevo should it fall.

But Sarajevo would not fall. The UN had decided at last to take resolute action, and, on the Serbs’ ignoring of a final order to withdraw from the city, determined to wield the big stick. Not the least proof of this was that, in those first minutes of 30 August, members of 22 SAS were stealing through the darkness towards Serb positions. Their task was to identify Serb artillery, mortars, communications equipment and anti-aircraft guns and then guide in an airstrike of NATO planes from bases in Italy. To this end, the SAS patrols were equipped with lightweight laser target designators to ‘light up’ targets for laser-guided bombs (see box).

The Serb positions were well-known to the SAS, which had been deployed in Bosnia since March 1994, called in at the behest of the commander of the local UN forces, Major-General Mike Rose – who happened to be the ex-Commandant of 22 SAS. Rose needed the identification and mapping of all the protagonists positions, and accordingly tasked 22 SAS and the French Foreign Legion. Some of the identification was achieved overtly, some of it covertly, with SAS four-man patrols going deep behind Serb lines. For lengthy watches of Serb bunkers and trenches, camouflaged Observation Posts were built. The job was not without its dangers. A seven-man SAS patrol became trapped by Serb shelling in Gorazde in April 1994, with one member, Corporal Rennie, later dying of head wounds.

This one setback aside, SAS reconnaissance had been characteristically successful. Thus it was that by 0100 on 30 August 1995, SAS patrols had located all their Serb targets and checked them with Thermal Images (a neat, eyes-in the-dark, hand-held device, that detects heat patterns). At exactly 0100, SAS patrols and Forward Air Controls directed in the first airstrikes and explosions lit up the night, the sound of the detonations booming around the mountains. First to be hit were Serb anti-aircraft batteries and communications centres. As the Nato pilots neared the targets they made radio contact with SAS soldiers on the ground, who then flicked on their Pilkington LF25 laser designators to ‘illuminate’ Serb weapons. A ‘path of light’ then guided the planes’ 1000 lb Paveway bombs right-on target. As the initial wave of NATO aircraft departed, the SAS directed the second wave on to Serb artillery and mortar positions. For nearly two and a half hours, the SAS directed the air bombardment before ‘bugging out’ in the first rays of dawn. The raids continued until 0950, by which time French and British guns on Mount Igman had joined the anti-Serbian dawn chorus. In all, 90 Serb targets were hit, not only at Sarajevo but at Pale, Gorazde and Tuzla.

Even so, the Serbs stuck to their gun positions. For the next month, SAS patrols and Forward Air Controllers repeatedly reconnoitred and ‘lit up’ Serb targets, helping to drop no less than 1000 bombs. By the beginning of September, the Serbs began to withdraw their heavy guns. The SAS had played a indispensable part in the salvation of Sarajevo.


PILKINGTON LF25 LASER TARGET DESIGNATOR

The LF25 is a literal box of tricks. Encased in metal, it fires a powerful laser beam which illuminates a target up to 10 km away. The laser radiation reflected off the target is picked up by a ‘seeker’ in a Laser-Guided Bomb, which is accordingly directed by its on-board computer to the target. For the LGB to hit home, the designator must remain switched on throughout the attack. For stability and accuracy, the laser target designator is tripod mounted.

Laser Target Designators were first used by 22 SAS in the Falklands and Gulf Wars, but really came into their own in Bosnia and Afghanistan. Their advantages are obvious. To destroy an enemy target, the SAS no longer have to carry around pounds of explosives but can simply call up a hi-tec airstrike. Moreover, the sheer operational distance of the Laser Target Designator means that SAS soldiers do not have to present themselves as targets to the opposing force.

Specification

Range: 3000–9000 m

Weight: 6 Kg




Chapter 2

AMERICAN ARMY SPECIAL FORCES

THE GREEN BERETS

The US Army’s Special Forces originated in the early 1950s and established a base at Fort Bragg, South Carolina, site of the Army Special Warfare School. America has a rich history of operations by unconventional forces, dating back to the French and Indian wars in the days when the 13 colonies were still British and including Rogers’ Rangers who were active during the War of Independence.

A vast conglomeration of special operations units grew like mushrooms during World War II, but they were quickly disbanded after the war. Interest was revived in the 1950s following the Korean War, and that led to the formation of the Special Forces.

At the time they were kept at low strengths. They were only grudgingly tolerated by the traditionalist in the army’s high command, who did not like any unit with pretensions to elite status. Army administrators discouraged officers who wanted to spend more than one tour with the Special Forces, on the basis that they would lose experience in their basic branch, and thus be unfavourably looked on at promotion time.

With the inauguration of President John F Kennedy in 1961 the fate of the Special Forces changed. Kennedy strongly believed that such units were the best way to counter communist “wars of liberation”. As it became chic in Washington to support the “Green Berets”, so named because of their distinctive headgear which had been approved by the President, their numbers increased by several orders of magnitude.

The original Special Forces mission was to organise guerilla warfare in enemy-held countries. That role changed as more and more Green Berets were sent to South East Asia, where they became increasingly involved in counter-insurgency operations.

The Special Forces were among the first Americans in action in Vietnam: the 5th Special Forces Group took over the CIA’s border surveillance programme, teaching the fundamentals of reconnaissance and local defence to remote tribes in Laos and the Vietnamese highlands. Operating in small teams with large numbers of native auxiliaries, often only marginally less hostile to the government in Saigon than to the communists, they ran patrols from border camps to uncover communist infiltration on the Ho Chi Minh Trail.

In more settled parts of Vietnam the Green Berets were assigned as advisors by the US military authorities, to provide anything from advice on personal health and drainage to teaching unarmed combat and demolitions to members of the Civilian Irregular Defence Groups.

Following the end of the war in South East Asia, the Green Berets suffered under the general malaise which afflicted the US armed forces but the low intensity conflict that now prevails worldwide ensured that they would not be disbanded. In 1987 Special Forces were made a separate branch of the army, and their orders now come via the US Special Operations Command, which incorporates all special operations units from all US services.

Today’s Green Berets retain their training function: Special Forces teams can be found passing on their skills to special operations units around the world. Most recently, they have been organising South American and South East Asian units as part of the US government’s worldwide anti drugs campaign.

Training and guerilla warfare is not the whole story, of course. Delta Force, the US Army’s hostage rescue unit, is part of the Special Forces. Special Forces also have major roles in conventional high-intensity conflict. During the Gulf War, Special Forces reconnaissance teams penetrated deep into Iraq, keeping watch on Iraqi troop movements, hunting “Scud” launching sites, laser-designating targets for coalition air power, and scouting out routes for the coalition’s ground offensive. Along with their counterparts in other services and from other armies, the Green Berets played a vital part in the eventual success of the anti-Saddam coalition.

[image: image] EYEWITNESS: With the Green Berets in Vietnam

George Perkins was an enlisted Combat Air Controller in the US Air Force who served with a Special Forces team during the early days of the Vietnam War.

“From the time ‘advisers’ first went to Vietnam in 1961 until the American withdrawal in 1973, a small band of US Air Force men had the difficult task of directing close air support. The airmen spent much of their time on the ground and faced as much danger as infantrymen.

“In those days, they didn’t have time for fancy training to make you a Combat Air Controller. They just stuck you in the bushes, slung a radio over your back and told you to do the job. The job, of course, involved directing aircraft in attacks against ground targets. Prior to that time it had always been customary for the Air Force to have its own men on the ground – right there with the footslogging GIs – to direct close air support.

“In 1961, I was one of three dozen NCOs selected to become Air Commandos, our service’s answer to the Green Berets – another ‘elite’ unit personally backed by President Kennedy. In the tidal marshlands at Eglin Air Force Base near Fort Walton Beach on the west Florida coast we were training for a war most Americans hadn’t yet heard about.

“I stepped off a C-124 at Saigon’s Tan Son Nhut Airport on 21 October 1962 along with a dozen other guys from the original Air Commando contingent. We wore ANZAC campaign headgear – Australian hats with turned up brims which were to become the Air Commando symbol. We were a close-knit group. On the day of my arrival, the guys were talking about how the Viet Cong had shot down one of our number. Major Al Saunders. Luckily he’d been rescued under heavy fire. Al had been piloting a T-28, the primitive fighter-bomber we were teaching the Vietnamese to fly.

“I was sent down to the Delta to a Special Forces ‘B’ Camp run by 34-year-old Major Ernest Trevor from Columbus, Georgia. Trevor was a gung-ho Green Beret. He liked us Air Force guys but doubted we’d be much use to him. He was wrong.

“On 1 November 1962, South Vietnamese troopers under Trevor’s tutelage were ambushed by a surprisingly heavy Viet Cong force. They were pinned down in a deserted hamlet by withering fire from a high, thickly-vegetated slope. Men were getting killed all around us. Mortar shells careened into our midst, coughing up clods of earth and spraying shrapnel. Bursts of automatic gunfire whipped over my head as I snake-crawled towards the spot where Major Trevor and Captain Andy Stock-well were assessing the situation.

“I got on the radio. A flight of T-28s was in the area, ready to help out.

“Do your stuff”, Stockwell urged, a little sarcastically. “Get those 28s in here and plaster the Cong.”

“That’s what I’m here for, sir. But it isn’t that simple.”

“Huh?”

“We have to pinpoint the VC. All I see is muzzle flashes.”

“I got on the radio and confirmed with the T-28 flight leader that he was carrying napalm and rockets. He was using the callsign ‘Straight Flush’, and I recognized the voice of Captain John R Watkins, the ‘wild man’ of our Air Commando outfit. Watkins was supposedly ‘advising’ the South Vietnamese who piloted the three other T-28s, but that was sheer fiction. He was in command.

“I learned that Watkins had sufficient fuel, and I instructed him to wait a mile south of the battle zone. I rounded up two of Trevor’s Vietnamese troops and we began hacking our way uphill from the hamlet, slicing through the brush with machetes. It was sheer hell, lugging that PRC-10 radio and a Colt-Armalite rifle – the weapon developed by the Air Force which would later become the standard M16. Then we literally walked into three stray Cong. They were spindly little men in black garb, lugging carbines. Less than three metres apart, we exchanged gunfire. I killed two, one of my men got the third. My other man, Corporal Diem was hit in the shoulder and thigh and was bleeding profusely.

“Damn!” I thought aloud. “We’ve got to get closer.”
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The AR-15 was one of the first of the modern 5.56-mm calibre rifles to enter service. Designed by Eugene Stoner in the late 1950s, the AR-15 made extensive use of pressed steel and plastic in its construction. Although it looked like a toy, it was a serious weapon. Firing high-velocity 5.56-mm ammunition, much smaller than the then standard 7.62-mm NATO round, it allowed soldiers to carry more ammunition into combat. It was designated M16 when issued to the US Air Force, and was to go on to achieve fame as the US Army’s standard rifle in Vietnam. After initial reliability problems the M16 proved to be an effective battlefield weapon, and the current M16A2 variant is much improved.

Specification (M16A2)

Cartridge: 5.56-mm NATO; Weight: 4kg; Length: 1000mm; Cyclic rate of fire: 600 rounds per minute; Magazine: 20- or 30-round box; Effective range: 500m.

Assessment

Reliability ****; Accuracy ***; Age ****; Worldwide users ****.



“I assured Diem we’d be back. With Sergeant Tranh, I kept going uphill through heavy brush. The Muzzle flashes from VC weapons were closer now.

“Suddenly the radio crackled. ‘This is Straight Flush. How are you doing down there?’ Captain Watkins’ words carried to the VC above us. Suddenly, they were shooting at us. Tranh and I hit the deck as grenades began exploding in the heavy foliage nearby. But we’d seen enough: a row of men hunched over their guns behind a straight barrier of sandbags on the ridge crest. There were at least 100 of them, far more than we’d thought.

“A grenade ripped off branches above my head. Shrapnel tore through my fatigues, slashing my arms, back buttocks. Tranh was cut up even worse. I clutched the radio desperately and cried out:

“Straight Flush, this is Amber Rose. Make a low firing pass from the south west over the village. Hit the slope three-quarters of the way up and give your bombs a 100 yard spread”

Watkins couldn’t believe it.

“Won’t we be hitting you?”

“You’ll be close. But if you don’t do it quick we’ll be cut to pieces.”

“I heard the whine of their engines as the T-28s dived and levelled off over the hamlet. Then the aircraft were roaring over our heads and silvery napalm bombs tumbled from their wings. The T-28s pulled away, leaving a fire storm sweeping over the ridge crest.

“Almost as an afterthought, one of the tiny fighter-bombers began spewing smoke. VC small arms fire had riddled its fuselage. The plane wobbled, fell and exploded against a hillside. Minutes later, it was all over. I came out, only mildly hurt, with Tranh and Diem. Trevor’s men found 65 burnt corpses on the ridge crest – all Viet Cong. We had scored what the South Vietnamese would later call ‘a great victory’, but to me it was all a little sickening.

SON TAY

During the decade of direct US involvement in Vietnam, around 800 American military personnel were captured by the enemy, most of them USAAF aircrew shot down in raids over the North. The preferred tactic of the US Government was to negotiate the release of the captives (with occasional success), but in 1970 it decided to sanction more direct methods. This was the daring raid by Special Forces on Son Tay, the only attempt ever made to free prisoners held in the North, described here by Leroy Thompson.

It was only natural that such a task should fall to Special Forces. Formed in 1952 – although with a lineage dating back to the wartime Office of Strategic Services (OSS) – the Special Forces had been charged from the beginning with recovery operations, especially of downed pilots, in addition to their role as Unconventional Warfare (UW) experts. Initially, Special Forces – the “Sneaky Petes” had been viewed with suspicion by the military establishment, but had grown in both size and stature after the inauguration of President J F Kennedy in 1961. In Vietnam, Special Forces were committed heavily – and often inappropriately – in the war, and the less than satisfactory outcome of that conflict for the US led the army subsequently to downgrade its commitment to unconventional warfare. After ill-starred roles in Iran, Grenada, El Salvador and at Paitilla airfield during the Panama invasion, Special Forces demonstrated their elite status in the Gulf, where their long range reconnaissance proved invaluable at identifying Scud missile sites.

When on 9 May 1970, an NCO of the USAF’s 1127th Field Activities Group (1127th FAG), a special intelligence unit that correlated information about American POWs in North Vietnam, spotted what appeared to be a prison full of American POWs at Son Tay, some 37 km west of Hanoi from reconnaissance photographs, he started a chain of events that would eventually lead to one of the most daring Special Forces operations of the entire war. Once the Joint Chiefs of Staff had evaluated the information from the 1127th FAG and decided that a rescue was desirable, both for the well-being of the prisoners and for the morale of American fighting men and civilians, the go-ahead was given for SACSA (the Special Assistant for Counter-insurgency and Special Activities), Brigadier-General Donald Blackburn, to begin planning a rescue mission to free the POWs held at Son Tay.

Various photo-intelligence sources, including the Big Bird reconnaissance satellite, the SR-71 Blackbird and Buffalo Hunter reconnaissance drones, were also made available to gather the information necessary for the raid. By 5 June, a full briefing had been given to the Joint Chiefs, and Blackburn had received permission to continue planning the raid. A little over a month later, on 10 July, the Joint Chiefs gave Blackburn the OK to begin implementing the plan. Blackburn, a real fire-eater who had commanded Philippine guerrillas during World War II and the Special Operations Group in Vietnam, wanted to lead the raid himself, but because of his knowledge of sensitive intelligence matters he was precluded. Instead the assignment went to Colonel “Bull” Simons, a highly experienced Special Forces officer who had served under Blackburn and had a reputation for getting things done. The raiding force was known as the Joint Contingency Task Group (JCTG), and the mission itself was code named Ivory Coast. An area of Eglin Air Force Base in Florida was set aside for training the JCTG. Although Major-General Leroy Manor, the commander of USAF special operations at Eglin, was put in overall command, Simons was his deputy and in charge of leading the raiding force.

Since the optimum time for the raid appeared to be between 20–25 October, when the weather and moon would be most favourable, both men began selecting their teams: Manor, the air and planning elements, and Simons, the actual assault force. At Fort Bragg, hundreds of Special Forces troopers volunteered for the JCTG only knowing that it was hazardous and that the “Bull” would be commanding. Some 15 officers and 82 NCOs, predominantly from the 6th and 7th Special Forces Groups, were chosen. As training progressed, the assault force, their backups and the support personnel would be selected from these 97 Green Berets.

To carry out realistic training, a mock up of the Son Tay compound was built at Eglin. So that Soviet spy satellites could not detect its presence, the mock up was designed to be dismantled during the day and quickly set up at night for training. Since the raid itself would be at night, training at night on the mock up was essential. As an additional training aid, a table top model of the camp, costing some $60,000, was also built.

Detailed training of the raiding force began on 9 September. Two problems involving the elimination of guards at the prison arose during this period. Simons was dismayed to find that even his best marksmen were having trouble getting more than 25 per cent of their shots on target at night. This difficulty was solved, however, by going outside the normal Army supply channels to acquire “Singlepoint Nite Sites” for the sharp-shooters’ M16s. The other problem involved the need to saturate the guard towers around the Son Tay compound with fire. To solve this problem an HH-53 Super Jolly Green Giant equipped with 7.62mm miniguns was given the mission of chopping the towers down with a hail of fire.


[image: image]

The Model 870 is one of the most widely manufactured shotguns of all time, being produced in sporting and hunting versions as well as in dedicated police and security variants. When the US Marine Corps conducted trials to find a combat shotgun in the mid-1960s, it was decided that the reliability of the 870’s pump action gave it the edge over the semi-automatic weapons then available. The Model 870 has a seven-round tubular magazine and can fire a wide variety of ammunition ranging from light shot and riot rounds to heavy buckshot and flechettes. Its primary function in Marine hands is for use in boarding parties and as a security weapon aboard ship.

Specification

Cartridge: 12 gauge 2½-in; Weight: 3.6kg; Length: 1060mm; Cyclic rate of fire: pump action only; Magazine: 7 rounds in tubular magazine.

Assessment

Reliability*****: Accuracy**; Age****; Worldwide users****.



The assault force was formed into three groups: the compound assault force of 14 men, who would actually be deposited inside the prison compound by crash landing an HH-3 helicopter; the command and security group of 20 men; and the support group of 22 men commanded by Simons himself. Five HH-53s, which could be refuelled in-flight and the HH-3 would carry the assault force.

Beginning on 28 September, the assault force practised the actual assault with the air force crews who would fly the helicopters and other aircraft, which included three C-130s (two of which were Combat Talons equipped for command and control) and A-l strike aircraft. The landing and assault were rehearsed again and again, with many simulations being “live-fire” run-throughs. Alternative plans were also produced.

As the rehearsals progressed, Simons, a firearms enthusiast and expert ordered his supply people to come up with additional weapons and special equipment. Eventually, the teams were equipped with 12-gauge shotguns, 30-round Ml6 magazines, .45 automatic pistols, CAR-15s for the compound assault force, M-79 grenade launchers, LAWs, bolt cutters, cutting torches, chainsaws and special goggles. Some men carried cameras to record the prisoners’ living conditions. Many items used in the raid had to be acquired outside of normal Army supply channels. To ensure communications during those critical minutes on the ground, the 56 men of Simons’ assault force were given 92 radios: two AN-PRC-41s to maintain contact with the Pentagon via a radio link at Monkey Mountain in South Vietnam, 10 AN-PRC-77s for calling in air strikes, 24 AN-PRC-88s for communications between the various groups on the ground and finally, 56 AN-PRC-90 survival radios for escape and evasion.

Although the mission had not been approved by the target date of 20–25th October, Blackburn got the go ahead to begin moving personnel to Southeast Asia in preparation for the mission on 27 October. On 1 November, Blackburn and Simons, among others, left for Southeast Asia to lay the ground-work for the raid. By the 12th, both Blackburn and Simons were back in the States as the raiding force prepared to head for Thailand. Six days later, a few hours after the raiders had left for Takhli RTAFB (Royal Thai Air Force Base) in anticipation of receiving orders to carry out the raid, President Nixon gave the “go” order. The weather and moon had to be right for the raid to take place and conditions were deemed acceptable on the night of 20/21 November.

On the evening of 20 November, the raiders were shuttled to Udorn RTAFB from where the raid was launched at 2318 hours local time. Carrier aircraft from the Oriskany, Ranger and Hancock were also launched a couple of hours later, during the early morning of the 21st to create a diversion by staging a fake raid over Hanoi. At about 02.18 on the morning of 21 November, the raid itself began. As a C-130 flare ship illuminated the area with flares, the HH-53, code named Apple Three opened up on the guard towers of Son Tay Prison with its miniguns, bringing them crashing down.

Shortly thereafter, the HH-3 carrying the assault party commanded by Major “Dick” Meadows, landed inside the prison compound: the whole group pressed against mattresses to cushion them against the crash. The HH-3, known as Banana One came to rest amid branches, leaves and other debris brought down by its whirling rotors during the crash descent. On landing, “Dick” Meadows rushed out with his bullhorn shouting: “We’re Americans. Keep your heads down. We’re Americans. This is a rescue. We’re here to get you out. Keep your heads down. Get on the floor. We’ll be in your cells in a minute.” The remainder of the assault party rushed into action, some men laying down suppressive fire, others streaking for the cellblocks to rescue the prisoners.

A few minutes later the command and security group landed just outside the prison’s walls. The Support group led by Simons himself, however, had landed 400m off course at what was identified on the raiders’ maps as a secondary school. Instead of a secondary school they found themselves outside a barracks housing Chinese or Soviet advisors to the NVA (North Vietnamese Army). School or not, though, Simons and his men proceeded to teach its denizens a lesson. Within minutes of touching down, many of the residents of the barracks had been killed, preventing them from reinforcing the prison compound and taking the other raiders by surprise. Within 10 minutes Simons had cleared the area and his men had been lifted back to the Son Tay compound, where they assisted the assault and security elements in eliminating several guards.

Despite the smoothness of the assault, however, the raiders discovered that there were no POWs in the prison. They had been moved elsewhere some weeks before the raid. This development had not been picked up by the US intelligence because no one had wanted to risk putting in any agents on the ground, and too much reliance had been placed on photographic intelligence.

Less than 30 minutes after the raid had started, the raiders were back on board their choppers and heading for Thailand. Casualties were light; only one raider had been wounded. The raid itself had gone almost perfectly. Even Simon’s landing at the wrong complex was fortuitous as it allowed a surprise attack on an undetected enemy unit.

The raiders themselves had mixed reactions on the flight back to Thailand. They were disappointed that all of their training and effort had not resulted in the rescue of a single prisoner. However, they were also glad that they were all heading home, and justifiably proud of the precision with which the raid had been carried out.

The Son Tay raid was not a complete failure, despite the fact that no prisoners were rescued. It proved in very striking fashion that the North Vietnamese were vulnerable to attacks on installations close to home. As a result, the North Vietnamese had to tie down additional troops to guard sensitive areas, and they also lost some credibility with the Chinese and Russians, who feared that the US would continue to mount raids into North Vietnam. Indirectly the raid also led to some improvement in the treatment of American POWs.

It should not be forgotten, either, that Simon’s party had killed dozens of the enemy, many of them foreign advisors, without taking any losses themselves. The Special Forces troopers, and the air force and navy pilots had carried out their jobs with great skill. It was a classic raid – get in quick, hit hard, get out fast, inflict maximum casualties – but the intelligence had been wrong, a failure which clearly illustrated the fact that intelligence is critical to special operations, especially raids into enemy territory. It is still not known why the North Vietnamese moved their prisoners from Son Tay, but it may be speculated that a rescue attempt was foreseen as the US were steadily building up pressure for their release.

The final point proven by the Son Tay raid was one that Donald Blackburn had been making ever since being appointed SACSA. He argued that North Vietnam was vulnerable to hit-and-run raids by highly-trained special operations forces. Other such raids might have secured the release of many of the American POWs held by the Hanoi government.

DELTA FORCE

Surprisingly, the Unites States of America was slow to establish a specialist anti-terrorist and hostage rescue unit, although all too often it is Americans who are the victims of attacks. Perhaps the fact that terrorism is a phenomenon which is rarely encountered in the continental United States explains why the Department of Defense was three or four years behind European governments in setting up elite counter-revolutionary warfare units. It was not until November 1977 that Special Forces Operational Detachment Delta – Delta Force – came into being.

The driving spirit behind Delta Force was Colonel Charles Beckwith, a Special Forces officer who had been extremely impressed by Britain’s SAS during an exchange tour in the early 1960s. For several years he badgered the Pentagon into setting up a similar unit in the US Army.

Selection for the new unit was very much SAS style, with hard physical, mental and psychological challenges weeding out nine out of 10 applicants. Once selected, the successful candidate is sent on a five month “Operators” course, where he is introduced to the many and varied skills that an anti-terrorist commando is expected to master. These include assault tactics, hostage management, communications, observation using the latest high-tech gear, climbing, small boat work and parachuting. Since the majority of Delta Force candidates are from Special Forces or Ranger units they already possess many of these skills, but even so they learn a lot before moving to their operational troop.

Delta Force is organised into operational squadrons, each squadron is broken down further into troops. Marksmanship is a prime requirement in Delta Force and Force members train up to four hours a day, five days a week. Such intensive training leads to very high shooting standards: Delta snipers are expected to make nine first-round hits out of 10 at 1,000 yards, and score every time at 600 yards.

Like other elite counter-terrorist units, Delta Force has built its own “House of Horrors” which simulates various kinds of combat situations, from hostage taking to aircraft hijacks. Hijacks are a favourite terrorist ploy, so Delta Force has practised assaults on airliners, and regularly runs training exercises at New York’s Kennedy Airport and at other large international gateways.

Delta receives terrorist intelligence via US Government organisations such as the CIA, the Defense Intelligence Agency, the FBI, and from contacts with other anti-terrorist units around the world. Its members also make exchanges with the British SAS, Germany’s GSG-9, the French GIGN and other similar units.

Delta was set up in less than a year, becoming operational in the middle of 1978. Just over a year later, the Force was alerted to a possible rescue mission as the US Embassy in Teheran was seized and the embassy staff held hostage. This was far from the mission they had trained for: penetrate hundreds of miles into hostile territory, making an assault in the middle of a major city and then getting clear with 100 or more freed hostages.

Months of intensive training went into “Operation Eagle Claw”, as the rescue mission was called. It was to involve Delta Force, Special Forces units from Germany, US Marine Corps helicopter pilots, US Navy helicopters and ships and US Air Force air support. It was all planned for the 25th April.

The mission was a disaster, although through no real fault of the men who took part. Command and control of the many disparate parts of the rescue operation were shambolic. The big MH-53 helicopters could not cope with the desert sand, and there were not enough of them. After three had broken down the mission had to be scrubbed. To add a final capper to the whole affair, a collision at the “Desert One” airstrip deep inside Iran killed eight men and destroyed a C-130 and a helicopter.

Many lessons were learned from Operation Eagle Claw. The creation of the Joint Special Operations Command has given a single command body to clandestine operation units of all US services, and the formation of the Counter-Terrorist Joint Task Force (CTJTF) at Fort Bragg has significantly increased US capability in this specialised form of warfare. The CTJTF is a truly select formation, with elements from Delta Force, the US Navy’s SEAL Team 6 and the US Army’s highly secret Helicopter Task Force 160. The task force can also call on the aircraft of the USAF’s 1st Special Operations Wing when necessary.
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