
[image: Cover]




 
 
 
 
ARMED ACTION
 
 
LIEUTENANT COMMANDER JAMES NEWTON
 
 
headline
www.headline.co.uk




 
Copyright © 2007 James Newton

 

 
The right of James Newton to be identified as the Author of 
the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the 
Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

 

 
Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication 
may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, 
or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, 
in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the 
terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

 

 
First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2008

eISBN : 978 0 7553 1897 1

 

 
This Ebook produced by Jouve Digitalisation des Informations

 

 
HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP
An Hachette Livre UK Company
338 Euston Road
London NW1 3BH

 

 
www.headline.co.uk
www.hachettelivre.co.uk




Table of Contents

 


Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

 


CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

 


WHERE ARE THEY NOW?

Acknowledgements




Lieutenant Commander James Newton has flown in the Royal Navy since 1991. Born in Sunderland in 1972, he completed his Basic Naval Training at the Britannia Royal Naval College. For most of his career he has flown armed helicopters with 847 NAS alongside the Royal Marines and he is no stranger to being shot at. He has flown prime ministers and all the current military commanders, and is still a serving Lieutenant Commander in the Royal Navy.




 

‘In an unprecedented account, a serving Royal Navy pilot tells what it’s really like to be at the controls of a £30m attack helicopter - and reveals the intense emotional aftermath of unleashing its fearsome weapons of war’ Mail on Sunday

 

‘Accounts of helicopter combat are few and far between. Lt Cdr Newton’s story not merely plugs that gap, it’s the best book on modern aerial warfare since Sea Harrier legend Sharkey Ward put pen to paper’ Navy News

 

‘Read Armed Action and get a taste of what battle’s all about’ Daily Sport




For Zulu 37




[image: 001]

[image: 002]




Prologue

The pristine sands of the Kuwaiti desert suddenly gave way to a vision of hell. Shell holes, the hulks of burnt-out tanks and troop carriers, and blotches of scorched, oily black sand - the detritus of the first Gulf War - littered the landscape as far as I could see. Up on the horizon, wobbling in the heat haze and looming ever larger, clouds of thick black smoke rose up towards the sky, punctuated every now and then by a huge fresh explosion on the ground. The shitty stench of rotting vegetation from the drained marshes blasted my nostrils, but as we neared the front line it was soon replaced by the unmistakable smell of cordite, mixed with burning oil. Just ahead of us I could see the little Scimitar light tanks of the Queen’s Dragoon Guards, aka the Welsh Cavalry, fanned out in an arc across the heavily cratered desert, their muzzles flashing as they fired roughly  one or two kilometres northwards towards the long string of date palms and low-rise buildings where the enemy were dug in, slightly to the east and south of Abu Al Khasib. Plumes of sand and smoke were bursting all around the QDG vehicles as I switched radio frequencies and heard the well-spoken tones of the officer commanding (OC): ‘Hello, Cravat 33, this is Dobbin Zero Alpha. Over.’

I knew all about this OC even before we had gone out on a joint patrol with his troop the day before. He’s one very cool cat, and even now, when he and his boys were right in the thick of a major engagement with the Iraqi T55s, he sounded totally unfazed. There was an almighty din in the background on his radio, and I could hear the boom-boom of the 30mm Rarden guns pounding away at the T55s and the rhythmical rat-a-tat-tat, phut-phut-phut of the mounted machine guns keeping up a steady stream of fire into the date palms. Engines were revving heavily, and I could make out strong Welsh and Scouse accents barking instructions at one another. And all the while, amid this orderly pandemonium, dozens of point detonation rounds were exploding around them.

‘Any trade?’ I asked the OC.

‘Three-three, we have engaged one T55 with swing fire and destroyed it, but we’ve got more trade coming from grid 873684, if you’re interested. It’s a little sharp down here at the moment.’

If you’re interested! Does anything unnerve this guy?

In 847 Naval Air Squadron we often like to think of  ourselves on the sharper end of operations, vulnerable not just to missiles, mortars and tank rounds but even small-arms fire (unlike the fast jets operating from 30,000 feet who, in Iraq at least, were as good as safe from attack once the missile defences had been destroyed before the war had even begun). But as we flew towards the QDG and I looked down at them in their little Scimitars taking a mauling from their heavier opponents, I felt a mild sense of relief, for once, that I was up in the air in my Lynx, and not down there on the ground getting pummelled. I thought we had it tough. I could feel myself tensing up and the blood starting to rise as we headed into the battle, but it steadied and steeled me to see this tiny, lightly armed troop of Welsh Cavalry, under a huge bombardment from a full tank division, steadfastly standing their ground and fighting like alley cats.

I quickly put my eyes to the roof sight and started scanning the date palms and buildings, trying to spot the enemy tanks. We were about four and a half kilometres away at this point and comfortably within the sixteen-kilometre range of the T55s’ guns. I knew I had to find them fast because we were extremely exposed in this flat terrain with no hills or ravines to offer hiding places. To the Iraqi tank commanders we presented a lovely clear target set against a uniform blue backdrop, with only the heat haze to distort their judgement of our position.

There were battles raging along a thirty-kilometre stretch of land from the Al-Faw peninsula, next to Iran in the east,  right across the outer suburbs of Basra where the scruffy little shanty towns border the desert and the drained marshland to the south. The risk of ‘fires’ from our own positions meant that, for the time being, we were confined to one of the pre-defined 4km square ‘battle boxes’ laid out on our maps.

Strictly, the role of 847 in Iraq was to act as a ‘screen’ in conjunction with the armoured reconnaissance vehicles below, observing enemy positions and then calling in fire from the Royal Marine artillery on the ground, or from the guns on the Royal Navy frigates and destroyers, or from the fast jet boys thousands of feet above our heads, returning from missions deep in Iraq. We were not meant to go into offensive mode unless there was no alternative or unless one of our TOW missiles was the most appropriate weapon for the task in hand. Held in our battle position (BP) as we were, there was, on this occasion, clearly no alternative if we were to come under fire. It was a battle.

I was talking to Geek in the Gazelle, the other helicopter in our 847 air patrol - who, like me, was scanning the date palms with his sight - when a shell exploded about 400 metres behind us. Four hundred metres may sound like a long way, but in a tank battle it is a bit too close for comfort. ‘Aye, aye, this is getting pretty warm,’ I said to Gizmo; he just nodded back at me, looking totally unbothered. He might as well have been deadheading his roses back in the West Country. Barely had the words left my mouth when there was a second, much louder explosion, this time  around 200 metres behind us, and a thirty-foot geyser of sand and smoke shot into the air. ‘Fuck me!’ The first, I suspected, had just been a random shot into the desert, but the second blast made me seize my controls, partly because of the shock of the explosion itself, but more because I understood instantly that a second shot along exactly the same angle, so quickly following the first, could mean only one thing: an Iraqi tank commander had us in his sights, and he was rapidly adjusting fire.

We didn’t want to break away too hard because it was vital to get ‘eyes on’ the tank and then take it out, and in order to get eyes on we had to try and hold the hover position. So Gizmo, who on this occasion was actually flying the Lynx, took it drifting to the right as I carried on frantically looking up and down the date palms for the camouflaged tanks, which can be difficult to spot at the best of times, let alone when they are operating from under a uniform line of trees in a heat haze. ‘It’s like looking for a fucking needle in a haystack,’ I muttered into my boom mike. We had moved a few hundred metres to the east and returned to the hover, still only about fifty feet above the ground, when a third round erupted right in front of us and the heady stench of explosive instantly filled the cockpit. Gizmo and I shot looks at each other, both knowing exactly what was going on: he was bracketing us. He’d put two rounds over the top and one in front, and now all he had to do was slightly adjust the elevation and lob one down the middle, and we were as good as fucked.

I had trained for this moment on countless occasions in recent years, but this guy was running rings around me. I hadn’t got the faintest idea where he was firing from. He, meanwhile, was just a few yards, and a few seconds, from blowing us out of the sky. We might as well have been strapped to the end of his barrel. I could picture perfectly the scene going on in the T55. The tank commander would be barking orders and range adjustments at his gunner below, while sticking out of the turret and looking down his own sights, with us sitting slap bang in the crosshairs of his graticule. Like me, he had high-magnification sights, and I knew he would be looking right at my desperate face as I scrutinised the horizon to find him. This guy knew his stuff, and it was bloody obvious what was coming next - airburst. He was implementing basic anti-aircraft tactics: get your range with point detonation rounds and then switch to airburst, which is basically ack-ack, or flak: what armies have been using to bring down aircraft since the First World War.

It was so bloody hot in the midday sun that sweat was running down my face and into my eyes, and I was wiping it away with my sleeve so that I could see through the sights when there was an ear-splitting bang to the rear of the aircraft. Even Gizmo, a Royal Marine vet, raised an eyebrow at that one and we both instinctively knew that it was time to move - and fast. Gizmo broke hard to the right and we sped towards the back of our battle box as I tried to gather my thoughts and work out what the fuck to do. There was only one way of getting out of there intact and  that was to find the tank - or tanks - firing at us and take them out with a TOW. I had never fired a TOW in anger, let alone killed anyone, and although I had scored two direct hits out of two during training in Oman on the way out to the Gulf, these missiles from the Vietnam era had an unpleasant but rare habit of ‘roguing’ on us.

Both helicopters made two laps around our battle box, each time searching for the tiny pinprick muzzle flashes amid the date palms as we sped towards the enemy. But to no avail; there was still no sign of him. We tried the ‘split’ manoeuvre next, whereby the two helicopters raced towards the treeline side by side and then split, one banking left and one banking right, so that, we hoped, the tank would be confused about which one of us to fire at, leaving one aircraft ‘engaged’ and the other free to help. The air was full of driting smoke and puffs of airburst explosion as the Iraqis continued to fire at us for fun, pumping out shell after shell, one every five seconds. By the law of averages alone, this guy was due a hit sooner or later. He deserved one, too, because so far at least he was completely outmanoeuvring and outfoxing us.

‘Geek, Scooby,’ I said, calling up the Gazelle.

‘Go,’ replied Geek.

‘Where is this guy?’ I said as the airbursts rained down on us.

‘Er . . . no tally,’ came the reply, meaning he couldn’t see him either. ‘Do you want us to push forward and have a look for him, Scooby?’

To find this tank we would have to get up as close as possible to his rough location and stay in the hover. To be honest, when it comes to being shot out of the sky, there’s not much difference between being one kilometre away or five kilometres. They’re just numbers. If the tank commander has you in his sights, and you’re within the range of his gun, then it makes little odds. My survival instinct was telling me to retreat the four kilometres to the back of our box, but the chances of spotting the tanks from so far back were much smaller. We had to get in there.

Gizmo pushed right up to within a few hundred metres of the front of the battle box, and we had only just gone into the hover when there was a loud crash a little to our right, followed immediately by what felt like a huge sack of gravel being thrown over the right-hand window . . . One, two, three, four, five . . . BOOM! Another blinding flash lit up the air in front of us, at our eleven o’clock: the explosion was so strong I could feel my armoured chest plate lift away from my body, and the Lynx bucked wildly as if a lorry had just rammed into us at speed. At the same time a deluge of what sounded like giant hailstones crashed against the windscreen and the helicopter quickly filled with the stench of cordite again.

‘Scooby section, break right! Break right!’ I yelled, ordering both aircraft to move. But I didn’t need to tell Gizmo. He was already putting the Lynx into a hard manoeuvre, which was just as well, because a third airburst immediately erupted into the space we had just vacated, once again  causing the helicopter to lurch and jolt as we veered away.

As we were speeding away from the immediate danger, a quiet voice appeared over my headset: ‘Excuse me, boss.’ It was Guns, the marine door-gunner in the back of the Lynx. I had almost forgotten about the young lad amid all the excitement of being blown to shit by an unsighted enemy.

‘What’s up, Guns?’ I said, almost impatiently.

‘Well, boss, I don’t know whether you’re interested, but I’ve just seen a muzzle flash.’

I swung round in my seat to see Guns down on one knee leaning on his mounted machine gun looking - well, looking quite bored really, like he was off in dreamland, making his holiday plans or thinking about his girlfriend.

‘Interested!?! I’m fascinated! You may just have saved our lives. Where the hell is it? And try and look a little bit flustered or excited, will you, Guns? We’re in a battle.’

‘No bother, boss.’

Gizmo was moving the Lynx all around the box, desperately trying to disrupt the tank gunner’s line and range, but now we swept back in towards the date palms as Guns started talking us on to the muzzle flash he had spotted: ‘From the cream building come right two fingers [i.e. the width of two fingers held out in front of my face], low apex building with no front. Got it? Keep coming right, boss, keep coming right, that’s it, just in there, boss, by the building?’ He was virtually yawning.

My heart leapt with relief and excitement as I finally laid eyes on our tormentor. There he was, not right in front of  us at all, but out on our nine o’clock over to the left. No wonder I couldn’t find him. The bastard had outflanked us, which is exactly what you didn’t want in a helicopter because you’re generally moving forward and looking down the sight ahead of you. And, as he was firing at us from side-on, he had a much bigger target to hit. This guy was no rookie fresh out of tank college, that was for sure; he was a pro, probably a vet of the first Gulf War or the long conflict with Iran. He was brave, too, because he had obviously broken cover and come right out of the date palms to engage us. So far as I could tell, the rest of them had stayed put.

‘I’ve got it! I’ve got it!’ I blurted as I caught sight of a minuscule white flash. Almost immediately there followed a mother of an explosion right in front of us that made the Lynx jerk violently as Gizmo wrestled to regain control.

The bad news was that the tank was sitting inside the open end of what looked distinctly like some kind of school, because it had a kind of concourse playing area out the front. Crafty bastard, this one. Just as it wasn’t great PR to shoot up an ambulance, neither would it look too great if I called in a J-Dam strike, or fired in a load of TOWs and wiped out a classroom for five-year-olds. I put the sight on visual and on to its highest magnification and then switched to thermal imaging just to make absolutely certain - and, thankfully, it was obvious there were no people inside the building that day. All the same, the Iraqi authorities could still use the images of shattered desks as a powerful piece of  propaganda. They could be beaming them around the world by the time we landed back at base.

As we swung round and I fixed the building in my sights, it was clear that in order to fire at us the tank was having to drive out of the school and then quickly reverse back in before we could spot him. When he next sped out into the open to have a pop at us, that was going to be my window of opportunity. It was a small one, but it was at least a chance.

This was now a classic tank engagement: a straight gunfight. The best shot would win. The loser would die in flames. I wasn’t thinking in human terms: it was helicopter versus tank. The training had kicked in and it was as if I had been pre-programmed to delete any thoughts about fellow souls. All I could see was 60 tons of Russian armour. The tank commander would have been in the same mindset: for him, it was just tank versus helicopter. Exhilaration had now replaced the fear and frustration that had gripped me for the past thirty minutes. The Gazelle moved to the relative safety of the back of the battle box to watch our six o’clock. I needed Geek to get word back to HQ that developments on the battlefield were moving fast. There was nothing that the unarmed ‘whistling chicken leg’, as we called the Gazelle, could bring to the battlefield now that we had our target. And it was perfectly clear that it was the bigger beast of the Lynx that this guy wanted as his trophy. With all our explosives on board, we’d make a far more satisfying bang than the little Gazelle.

There were two problems, however. First, the tank was partly obscured in its hiding place and difficult to identify positively. This meant that there was a chance, albeit a small one, that it might have been a friendly, perhaps one of the QDG Scimitars we were there to support. The last thing I needed was my first missile of my first war to take out some of our own boys. Second, it was sitting in an American-controlled zone and I would need to get the Yanks’ permission to cross over to their patch and get a decent shot at it.

Perhaps sensing that we had finally spotted him, the tank commander opened up with a sustained volley of shells that erupted all around our airspace. How none of them had hit us yet was a miracle. I knew from our training over the years that, by rights, we should be lying in a mangled, charred heap in the sand by now. Certainly, if this had been the Norwegian lads whom we’d trained against, it would have been all over after a couple of minutes. But our good fortune couldn’t last for ever. As Gizmo banked and dipped and lifted to try and avoid the endless barrage of incoming flak, I was desperately working the radios to raise the American controllers for clearance to cross boundaries into their area of operation and take a shot. ‘Come on, come on, will you?’ I muttered under my breath as I kept the sights glued to my face. Finally - probably after no more than thirty seconds in truth - the radio crackled into life and I heard that lazy Deep South drawl: ‘Hello, Cravat 33, you’re clear to proceed, but better get on with it. We have trade of our own.’

I immediately switched frequencies to talk to the QDG to make absolutely certain it was not one of them sitting in there. The doubt in my mind was minuscule, but I didn’t want there to be any doubt at all. I don’t think I could fly again after a blue-on-blue. I put out a request for them to confirm it wasn’t one of their tanks and one by one, the Welsh boys came back over the airwaves: ‘Zero One, negative . . . Zero Two, negative . . . Zero Three, negative . . . Zero Four, negative . . .’ I was good to go.

I selected the first TOW missile as we retreated to the back of the battle position ready to turn and make a run for the tank. Taking a running shot at him was one option, but the chances of a direct hit were far greater if we closed in fast and then assumed the hover position, giving me a more solid platform to get the crosshairs on him before pulling the trigger. I would also have to hold the crosshairs on the target until the moment of impact, and that’s easier if you’re not hammering along at 100 knots and turning away at the same time.

The cat-and-mouse game of the last half an hour was now over. It was time for the Lynx to bare her claws. I felt a huge surge of adrenaline as Gizmo banked hard to the right, trimmed the cyclic forward and began to accelerate rapidly towards the tank, which was still pumping out round after round at us. I barely noticed the airbursts any longer as I focused all my concentration on putting the tank into the middle of the graticule and getting the missile away. When we were about 3,500 metres from our target, Gizmo  brought the Lynx to the hover and put it into ‘constraints’, the pre-programmed flying parameters within which the computer allows the missile to launch. ‘Roger that, firing,’ I said into the radio, letting the QDG know that we were about to engage.

I saw the tank muzzle flash as I squeezed the trigger: we were both firing simultaneously. Our shots would be crossing in mid-air. The TOW flopped out of its tube about fifty metres to the right of the aircraft; I watched its motor furiously burning itself out and felt its heat on my cheeks. The tank commander, seeing the bright flash, would have known exactly what was heading his way. The motor burnt for about a second and a half before the missile raced away at about 700 mph into the distance, with its two copper guidance wires, attached to the Lynx, spooling out of its arse. Gripping the TOW controller in my right hand until my knuckles were white, I held the crosshairs on the tank, tracking it all the way, as Gizmo counted the seconds before impact: ‘eight, nine, ten . . .’ I held my breath as the sweat cascaded down my forehead. If we were buffeted by an explosion or a gust of wind, shunting the sight off the tank, the missile could also rogue and either flop into the sand or fuck off into the distance and cause horrible damage somewhere else, possibly to an innocent target.

It was just a matter of seconds, but the wait was interminable as the TOW rocketed at a slightly downward gradient towards the tank and Gizmo held the Lynx in post-launch ‘constraints’, which meant making sure not to turn  the aircraft more than 110 degrees from the target. The tension was broken by a comic moment - almost surreal given the intensity of the situation - when one of the QDG tanks came over the radio. ‘Hello, Cravat 33, this is Zero Five,’ said the Welsh accent. ‘Well, don’t ask me if I’m in that building then, will you boss?’ Bollocks! I thought there were just four Scimitars, but, having seen the T55 with my own eyes, I knew for certain it wasn’t a friendly down there watching the TOW streak towards them.

I laughed nervously at the comment but the sound was barely out of my throat when a great flash filled the sight I was staring down.

‘. . . Twenty, twenty-one, twenty-two . . .’ continued Gizmo. Given the range, the fact he was still counting indicated that I had missed the target. I couldn’t believe it. My heart sank heavily. Almost simultaneously another blast rocked the Lynx and another shower of gravel crackled against the windscreen. ‘The next round’s for us, Gizmo, let’s fucking move!’ I shouted: quickly we banked left - and the Lynx jolted as that next round exploded behind the tail rotor.

He didn’t say anything, but I could feel Gizmo’s disappointment as we retreated to the back of the box. ‘Right, this time we’re doing a running shot. Let’s get close, Gizmo,’ I said. The Lynx surged forward again, as Gizmo pushed it to about 100 knots, which was well short of the 250 mph the Lynx hit to set the world speed record for a helicopter, but about as fast as it would ever go in these  conditions. I pressed the button to cut the wires from the first missile and quickly primed a second one. I could now see that the first shot had landed about fifty metres short: it wouldn’t have even singed the commander’s eyebrows. The explosion, however, had obviously put the shits up him because he had darted back into the building like a rat down a drain, and was now firing like a psycho from inside the concourse with everything he had left.

‘You’d think this lad would be out of rounds by now,’ said Gizmo as we sped back in, the blur of the desert rushing beneath us, like someone had pressed fast forward on the video recorder. I fixed the gap between the turret and the main body in the crosshairs and, when we were about three kilometres away, I squeezed the trigger and waited. Gizmo started counting again, ‘One, two, three . . .’

It wasn’t a big explosion like the first - just a small flare as the warhead penetrated the tank’s armour. All the exploding was going on inside as the molten copper bolt bounced around the walls. After a few seconds there was a secondary explosion and smoke started pouring out of the turret as a figure jumped into the sand.

‘Bullseye!’ said Geek, who had been watching the engagement from the back of the battle position in the Gazelle. There was no joy, only relief, as I sank back into my seat - but then, just when Gizmo started manoeuvring to turn us around, we were both thrown forward as the tank’s parting shot exploded metres in front of us. It was the closest one yet. The compression waves lifted my chest  armour off, winding me for a second time that day as the nose of the Lynx reared up in the turbulence.

‘Right, we’re bingo [low on fuel]; let’s get the hell out of here now, can we?’ I said to Gizmo as he brought the aircraft back under control.

‘That’s not a bad idea that. Besides, I’m getting hungry.’

It took about fifteen minutes to get back to the camp from the front line, and we flew there in virtual silence. My hands were shaking so much I sat on them so that Gizmo wouldn’t notice. We looked at each other and blew out our cheeks. Gizmo didn’t say anything, but he gave me a look and a half-smile that spoke far more powerfully than any words. Don’t worry, Scooby, you’re all right, you’re not meant to feel relaxed.

I was happy and relieved that my missile had eventually hit the target, but it was Guns who had saved our lives.

‘Nice work, Guns,’ I said over the comms.

‘No bother, boss. I knew you’d get the bugger in the end.’

I craned my neck around to give the young lad a nod of thanks and congratulations and there he was, sitting at his door, one hand on the machine gun, legs dangling in the wind, like a bored kid killing time on the school wall . . . whistling.
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