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In memory of Vince Hussell, gone but not forgotten

Once an Apache pilot, always an Apache pilot





‘Nothing is impossible’

The motto of the Second World War Glider Pilots Regiment, the forerunner of the Army Air Corps

‘They have earned their spurs in the heat, dust and fire of combat, in the face of challenging and complex operations and often in the face of great danger’

Air Chief Marshal Sir Jock Stirrup, on the Apache operations in Afghanistan, 2007

‘Never in the field of human conflict has so much been fired at so many by so few’

Apache pilot Steve James, commenting on Operation Chakush

‘Woe to he who is seen’

Motto of 664 Squadron, Army Air Corps
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Author’s Note

This is the story of one flight of two Apache attack helicopters in action in Afghanistan during their baptism of fire in the summer of 2007. It tells of the actions of the four men who flew those Apaches during a tour that lasted one hundred days. I am grateful to two pilots in particular, Baz and Steve, for sharing their stories from that tour. I am also grateful to their younger front-seaters, Tim and Alex, who were happy for their stories to be told alongside those of their more experienced co-pilots. This book is their story, and it is told as far as is possible in their own words.

What each of the Apache pilots would stress is that theirs is an archetypal tale, one that illustrates the wider heroism and valour, and the shared challenges that all Army Air Corps Apache pilots experienced during their first months of combat operations in Afghanistan. The year 2007 was the Golden Jubilee of the Army Air Corps, in which the Corps celebrated a long and distinguished combat history stretching back to the D-Day landings and before. The record of the Apache regiments in 2007 did much to further that tradition, and this book could arguably have been written about any of the Apache aircrew who served, their stories equally replete with drama and daring.

The actions depicted in the Prologue of this book, during the Jugroom Fort rescue mission, were carried out by the men of 656 Squadron, Army Air Corps. The four men of the flight featured in the main body of this book are from 662 Squadron, Army Air Corps. I have included the Jugroom story because it is a high profile tale of the heroics demonstrated by the Apache attack helicopter pilots during their first months in combat, and because the men of the Apache Attack Regiments as a whole wanted that story to be told. It is a tale of extraordinary daring beyond the call of duty, but it is by no means unique – as I hope the entirety of this book demonstrates.

Wherever possible, the British Apache attack helicopter regiments maintain a policy akin to that of UK Special Forces and do not make public the names of their aircrews. This is to minimise the danger of reprisals against Apache pilots or their families in the UK or elsewhere. Accordingly, I have used pseudonyms for the Apache pilots portrayed, unless their names have already appeared in the press or the pilots themselves asked me to do otherwise. The faces of the Apache pilots in the photos used in this book have been redacted for the same reasons.

All other aspects of this story remain unchanged. Accounts of the actions that took place are based upon interviews with the soldiers and airmen. Conversations between soldiers have been recreated from the memories of those involved and from diaries written by those soldiers at the time of their deployment. I have endeavoured to report accurately and truthfully the events portrayed. However, inquests have not yet been held into some of the deaths reported in these pages. Any insult or injury to any of the parties described or quoted herein, or to their families, is unintentional. I will be happy to correct any inaccuracies in later editions.

The Ministry of Defence requested that a number of points of operational security sensitivity were not published in this book. Some units of British and Allied soldiers have not been identified, again at the request of the MOD. In addition, any contributions or statements of a political nature herein are those of the author and the author alone and they do not represent or reflect those of the Secretary of State for Defence.

The 1st Battalion Worcestershire and Sherwood Foresters was renamed 2nd Battalion The Mercian Regiment (Worcesters and Foresters) in August 2007, as 662 Squadron’s deployment was drawing to a close. Ugly was the call-sign for all four Apache attack helicopter flights of 662 Squadron during their summer 2007 Afghan deployment. The official name of the flight featured in this book was Five Flight.




Prologue

Wildman

15 January 2007, Helmand Province, Afghanistan

They called themselves the wildmen. The lead Apache of the flight was call-sign Wildman Five Zero, its wing aircraft Wildman Five One. Their credo was simple: to do whatever it took to get the job done. Their job was to fly their ugly, killer aircraft in support of British ground troops, and to kill the enemy wherever they found them. And, like true wildmen, they would do whatever it took to get the job done.

That morning’s attack had started with a briefing by torch-light in the dead hours of darkness, out in the empty wastes of the Afghan desert. The tough yet softly spoken soldiers of the Royal Marines, Zulu Company, 45 Commando, had gathered around their maps, their head-torches casting a soft halo of light as they conferred in whispers.

The assault on the enemy stronghold of the Jugroom Fort had been long in the planning, and for weeks the Brigade’s Recce Force had kept eyes on the enemy position, gathering vital intelligence in preparation for the attack. H-hour was 0600 hours, barely thirty minutes away. Then they would hit them hard.

The aptly named Operation Glacier was the last thing that the enemy would be expecting. It was the bitter cold of an Afghan winter, the January skies threatening snow. There were unwritten rules as to how the fighting went here, or at least there had been. The spring and summer were the shooting season, the winter months too cold and miserable for any soldier to be out and about spoiling for a fight.

But the men of 45 Commando were about to bust those rules wide open. They were attacking during the closed season, so as to prevent the enemy from rearming and regrouping during the winter months. And they were doing so against a target that the enemy had presumed was an impregnable stronghold, and so off limits to such a threat.

Jugroom Fort – a high-walled fortress ringed by watchtowers – is situated in Garmsir, to the extreme south of Helmand Province. This was the enemy’s true heartland, and they thought their forces invincible here. The Commando’s aim was to take the enemy by complete and utter surprise, the shock of the assault giving them a much-needed advantage.

In Garmsir, enemy territory consists of some twenty square kilometres – land that at one time would have been densely populated. Now it is a series of bombed-out, cratered buildings connected by a maze of tunnels, ditches and caves. The enemy have near-total freedom of movement within this area, being able to move fighters into firing positions without being spotted.

British forces are so familiar with the area that every ruined building, footpath, ditch and tree has a nickname or an objective name. Three Walls, Snowdon, Taunton, Euro Disney – the names had evolved through a mixture of simple observation of a shape or a feature, and the ever-present British squaddies’ humour.

The enemy were known to have heavy machine guns and multi-barrelled anti-aircraft weapons positioned in the Garmsir Box, as the entire territory is called.

Going into Garmsir was like going into the lion’s den. But to the men of Zulu Company, 45 Commando, this was just another mission. Some forty-eight hours earlier, their ground convoy of Viking armoured vehicles had headed out of Camp Bastion, driving up via the vast and empty desert to the west. In so doing, they aimed to avoid detection by the enemy until the last possible moment before the attack.

That night they had lain up in start lines in the desert, on the opposite side of the Helmand River to the Jugroom Fort. With its massive mud-walled defences, the enemy were known to feel secure in there. This night would be no different, especially as the nearest British forces were some five kilometres away and on the far bank of the river.

At Garmsir the Helmand River is a kilometre or more across, its waters a mass of swirling currents and lurking sand banks. Crossing it poses a real obstacle to most military operations. But not to Operation Glacier. The Viking is a tracked, amphibious vehicle, and the attack was to be launched in the hours of darkness directly across the river.

At 0600 hours dead the Vikings’ massive diesel engines coughed into life, and the convoy lurched forwards. Some two hundred crack Royal Marines crouched in the vehicles’ rear compartments, as the two-compartment armoured vehicles churned through the open desert, each turn of their tracks bringing them closer to the coming battle.

The Vikings hit the river south-west of the target and barely slowed as they did so, their armoured hulks cleaving the icy waters and throwing out muddy waves of a coffee-like consistency. The convoy ploughed onwards, churning through the mud, sand and scrub of a series of flooded islands.

As the vehicles neared the far bank, the first salvos from the British guns sailed overhead and smashed into the enemy positions. Bang on schedule, mortar teams from 42 Commando had unleashed their 81mm rounds as a sharp wake-up call for the enemy.

The crump of the shells exploding in and around the mud-walled fortress sent shockwaves across the water, shattering the stillness of the barely nascent Afghan dawn. Reaching the far side of the Helmand River, the Vikings reared up, tilted over the riverbank and pulled away towards the fort walls, some five hundred metres up ahead.

The Vikings closed with the fort, an armoured wave sweeping forwards. For now, at least, their steel skins kept the soldiers crouched inside safe from the enemy guns. As they neared the target, each soldier checked his weapon one last time, making sure he had a round chambered and the safety flicked to ‘off’. They had every reason to believe that the second they were out of those vehicles they would be under intense enemy fire.

Muzzle flashes sparked on the walls up ahead, as the enemy gathered their forces to repel the ground assault. From the Vikings’ open turrets the gunners on the .50-calibre heavy machine guns answered fire with fire, the soldiers feeling the reassuring roar-growl of the heavy-calibre weapons reverberating through the armoured hulls of the vehicles. The .50-cal Browning was the weapon the enemy were said to fear most, and for good reason: its rounds can punch through both armour and walls as thick as those of the fort.

Just to the north of the fort there was a series of blinding flashes, as rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs) were fired from enemy positions hidden in thick woodland. The dirty brown smoke trails looped towards the advancing British forces, which were well within the RPG gunner’s three-hundred-metre effective range.

Though armoured, the Viking is not invulnerable to a direct hit by an RPG, which has a high-explosive anti-tank (HEAT) warhead, designed to burn through all but the thickest armour.

That first grenade round barrelled in at its maximum velocity of 295 metres per second, smashing into the desert in front of the lead Viking, the explosion plastering it with dirt and shrapnel. A second and a third RPG bracketed the column of vehicles with fire, as the RPG gunners found their range and their aim.

The assault force needed to take those RPG gunners out, and fast. The Joint Terminal Attack Controller (JTAC) embedded with the assault force had been assigned a ‘Widow’ call-sign, just like every other JTAC in the Afghan theatre. His job was to liaise with the air power and artillery support, calling in fire onto enemy positions.

It was time to radio the pair of Apache helicopter gunships that were inbound overhead.

‘Wildman Five Zero, this is Widow Seven Nine,’ the JTAC yelled into his radio. ‘Wildman Five Zero, Widow Seven Nine – do you copy?’

‘Widow Seven Nine, this is Wildman. Go ahead,’ came back Apache flight leader Captain Tom Owen’s reply.

‘Wildman, Widow Seven Nine. You are clear into the overhead. My locstat the column of Vikings; enemy forces with RPGs two hundred metres north-east of my position, in tree line. Call ready for talk on.’

‘Visual your locstat, visual tree line. Ready for talk on.’

‘Roger, the enemy are all up that dense woodland with RPGs. I need immediate suppressing fire now.’

‘Roger. Will be attacking on a heading of 190 with 30mm, ten-round burst initially.’

‘Happy with that. Call engaging.’

Rolling his Apache attack helicopter in to the attack, Tom flipped up the metal guard on his left-hand pistol grip control column, and pulled the trigger. Beneath the cockpit there was the familiar chunter of the cannon on the Apache’s chin turret as it roared into life, spewing out a ten-round burst of 30mm high-explosive shells.

Seconds later the burst hit the tree line, bright flashes among the shadowed foliage showing where the 30mm rounds were blasting the position apart. Splintered branches flew in all directions as the pair of Apaches fired repeated twenty-round bursts. With the cannon fire pounding the woodland, there were a series of sharp secondary explosions as the enemy fighters’ RPG rounds were ignited by the 30mm rounds.

Below the hunting Apaches the column of Vikings rolled to a halt. The men of 45 Commando bomb-burst out of the rear doors and charged for the massive slab of the fort’s mud-built walls. Slapping a string of bar mines, detonation wire and fuses to the base of the structure, the men took cover and blocked their ears.

Seconds later each bar mine exploded with a deafening blast, and a series of man-sized breach holes were blown through the thick outer wall of the fort – the Royal Marines’ entry points into the enemy’s lair. But the British forces were taking murderous fire, which seemed to be coming from every patch of cover imaginable.

There were weapons aimed at them from the fort walls, from the wood line to the north and even from the bush and scrub in the direction from which the convoy had come. The men of 45 Commando were caught in a 360 degree box of enemy fire, and were being targeted by small arms, machine-guns and more RPGs.

Under the relentless pounding of the enemy guns the Royal Marines suffered their first casualty. All of a sudden there were cries of ‘Medic! Medic!’ This was to be the first of several wounded soldiers rushed to the safety of the Vikings and evacuated from the battlefield during the first hour of Op Glacier.

The battle degenerated into a brutal, close-quarter firefight as young Royal Marines with fixed bayonets tried to force their way into the labyrinth of the fort. The enemy were giving no quarter. Using underground tunnels and rat-runs, their fighters were emerging to attack from all sides, including the rear, and the Marines were taking ferocious Taliban fire.

Widow Seven Nine, 45 Commando’s JTAC, put an urgent call through to the British headquarters at Camp Bastion, requesting a casevac to pick up the wounded. Two men had gone down in the first minutes of the battle, and he feared they were going to take more casualties.

At the first ring of the field telephone at their Camp Bastion base, pilots and aircrew of the incident reaction team sprinted for the Ops Room, vaulting over the Hesco walling as they did so. Within minutes the Chinook aircrew were on the flight line and spinning up the aircraft’s rotors, with a pair of Apache attack helicopters doing likewise.

Garmsir was a twenty-five minute flight south of Bastion. That should provide ample time for the ground forces to extract the wounded in the Vikings and establish a landing zone (LZ) where the casevac Chinook could put down in relative safety.

Once the Chinook and two Apache escorts were airborne, they headed low and fast away from Camp Bastion. The three aircraft hugged the contours of the empty desert so as to fox any ‘dickers’ – spies that might be watching their departure, and preparing to call ahead with their mobile phone to issue a warning to the enemy.

At a safe distance out, they power climbed to five thousand feet and set a course for Garmsir. Garmsir. It was a unique operating environment for the Apache aircrews, and one that almost always meant heavy action whenever they were deployed there.

The four Apache pilots knew that there was no ‘normal’ life on the ground in enemy territory, so the risk of hitting civilians was next to zero. And with every feature having its own objective name, the ‘talk-on’ to target was beautifully simple and quick.

From three miles out the scene from the Apache cockpits was unbelievable. Two massive plumes of black smoke were barrelling into the pale Afghan sky, marking out the location of the battle. There was tracer spewing forth from all sides, slamming into the desert and the fort walls, and ricocheting violently into the sky.

There were the flash and smoke plumes of RPGs firing from the enemy positions. There were fierce fires burning in the interior of the Jugroom Fort itself, fires that had been started by a 105mm artillery barrage during the initial assault. And across the river the British support weapons were pouring in fiery arcs of tracer, looping high above the water.

The radio traffic was hectic over the battlespace. On the ground, Widow Seven Nine was coordinating close air support from the two Apache attack helicopters, plus fire from the 105mm light guns of the Royal Artillery and the Scimitar tanks of the Light Dragoons firing their 30mm cannons.

The pilot in the lead inbound Apache waited for the radio traffic to go quiet for a second, then jumped in.

‘Widow Seven Nine, this is Wildman Five Three. Do you read me?’

‘Wildman Five Three, Widow Seven Nine. You are loud and clear.’

‘Widow Seven Nine, Wildman. Inbound flight of one Chinook casevac, two Apaches. ETA ten minutes. Standard loads; ninety minutes’ playtime. Do you have LZ?’

‘Wildman, Widow Seven Nine. Nearest hostiles – muzzle flashes from the eastern riverbank and fort. All friendlies are inside known locations. Affirm you need LZ, coordinates to follow.’

‘Roger, happy friendlies. Awaiting confirmation LZ, plus ETA for the casualties.’

‘Roger. Wait out.’

The aircrew waited to hear when the wounded soldiers were expected at the landing zone. It would take some time to extract them from the chaos of the battlefield, and get them to a location where the soldiers could clear a safe area for the casevac Chinook to land. The first responsibility of the Apache aircrew was to get the Chinook in and out with the wounded and safely en route for Camp Bastion.

Several seconds after the Widow’s ‘wait out’, the radio burst into life again. There was a rush of muffled voices off-mike, and then the Widow was talking. He was breathing hard. He’d clearly been running.

‘Wildman, Widow Seven Nine. ETA at LZ twenty mins casevac.’

‘Roger. Confirm, twenty mins at LZ.’

‘There are now four wounded. Repeat, four wounded requiring casevac.’

The Widow paused for a second to catch his breath. As he did so, the deep rumbling of a .50-cal heavy machine gun could be heard in the background, amid the whine of incoming rounds.

‘We have one T1 casualty . . .’

The Widow proceeded to list the status of the wounded: a T1 would have life-threatening injuries; a T3 was the least serious. A T4 meant dead, which took second priority after getting the wounded off the battlefield.

The pair of Apaches escorted the Chinook on to the makeshift LZ, one staying high to keep eyes on the enemy, one going in low to provide close support. The big twin-rotor helicopter descended in a storm of rotor-blown dust, its ramp coming down to collect the wounded.

The instant the rear wheels touched down, the Marines rushed their wounded comrades into the aircraft’s cavernous hold. After barely a minute on the ground the Chinook lifted off and set a course for Camp Bastion, flying low and fast away from the battlefield.

Some three hours into the ferocious firefight, the Vikings pulled back from the smoking walls of the Jugroom Fort under heavy fire. The soldiers of 45 Commando began to fall back towards the river. Enemy resistance had been fearsome, yet the men of the Commando believed they had hit the enemy hard and given them a bloody nose.

It was only when the Vikings reached their original start lines, regrouping in the desert to the west of the Helmand River, that they realised that one of their number was unaccounted for. The radios went haywire as all units checked for any knowledge of the whereabouts of the missing man, Royal Marine Lance Corporal Mathew Ford.

‘All call-signs, this is Widow Seven Nine. All call-signs: we have one man unaccounted for. I say again, we have an MIA, an MIA. MIA was last seen in the area of the front wall of the fort . . .’

All responses were negative and the horrible reality started to sink in that one of their number was missing in action (MIA). Lance Corporal Mathew Ford had led his section at the vanguard of the assault. He had last been seen in close-quarter combat at a breach in the main wall of the fort.

It is a given of British military operations that no man shall be left behind. In the chaos and red mist of battle, 45 Commando had broken that cardinal rule. There was no debate to be had: they were going back in to retrieve their missing comrade. Dead or alive, captured or still at liberty, they were not leaving their soldier behind.

The Commando’s Regimental Sergeant Major, Colin Hearn, and the overall commander of Operation Glacier, Lieutenant Colonel Rob MaGowan, took charge of the situation. They asked for volunteers to remount the Vikings and return to the battlefield to retrieve the missing soldier. There was no shortage of men willing to do so.

Meanwhile, an unmanned aerial vehicle (UAV) – a pilotless drone – had been orbiting at ten thousand feet above Jugroom Fort, searching for any sign of Lance Corporal Ford. Using powerful infrared scanners, the RAF pilot remotely flying the UAV had spotted an unusual heat blob lying just outside the fort’s walls.

Zooming in his daylight camera to maximum magnification, the distinctive uniform, helmet and body armour clearly showed him to be the Royal Marine. The coordinates of the figure, plus a description of his location, were radioed to all British air and ground units in the battlespace.

As the volunteer force reloaded their weapons in preparation for the coming rescue mission, there was a radio call from Tom Owen, pilot of the lead Apache orbiting above. Getting the Vikings back across the river and into battle would take time, he argued, time that the Lance Corporal could ill afford – if he was still alive.

Tom suggested an alternative rescue plan. It was far better to use the Apaches to fly a rescue force into the fort. The Apache was a robust and heavily armoured, yet agile, aircraft and they could be in and out of there within five minutes, all being well.

There was only one drawback: the Apache barely has room for the two pilots – a front- and a rear-seater – to squeeze into the cockpit, and certainly no space for passengers. The soldiers making up the rescue force would have to strap themselves onto the outside of the aircraft, perching perilously on its small stub wings.

Four men were chosen out of the host of volunteers for the maverick airborne mission. The mission was led by Captain Dave Rigg, a commando-trained Royal Engineer seconded to 45 Commando.

Despite thinking he was about to be thrown into a deliberate enemy ambush, Captain Rigg volunteered immediately to take part in the rescue. He knew he would be returning to face an aggressive and determined enemy, who were already alert to the company’s presence and were very likely to anticipate their return to find Lance Corporal Ford.

He was joined by three other volunteers: Marine Gary Robinson, Marine Chris Fraser-Perry and the RSM himself, Colin Hearn, a man who believed in leading by example.

Moments after the pair of Apaches had touched down, the four men ran over to the aircraft, ducking low and shielding their faces from the sandstorm kicked up by the rotors. The Apaches powered down, and the aircrew hurriedly explained to the four soldiers exactly what they had in mind.

Each aircraft would carry one soldier perched on each of its stub wings as they flew back in to rescue the Royal Marine. As the two aircraft headed into the fort, a third Apache, recently released from the casevac mission, would provide top cover, putting fire on to enemy positions wherever it was required.

With the element of surprise, plus the confusion, Tom reckoned they could be in and out in a matter of minutes with the missing soldier strapped to one of the helicopter’s stub wings alongside the soldier-passenger. At least, that was the theory.

The Apache aircrew had learned about this strap-on rescue method during training in the UK. It was an emergency procedure for rescuing downed airmen. But it had never been tested for real by British Apaches, and certainly not in a combat situation.

U-shaped steel bars are fitted to the Apache’s sides, providing grab-handles to help aircrew move in and out of the cockpit. Once the Royal Marines had clambered on to the stub wings, each hooked himself on to the grab-handles using a couple of climbing karabiners and a strop – a tough cargo-strength strap – to do so.

The Apaches spun up to power, kicking a blinding dust storm into the eyes of their strapped-on passengers. The four soldiers sat facing forwards, each carrying with him an assault rifle, webbing kit, spare magazines for his weapon, and grenades. Each was positioned more-or-less opposite the Apache’s rear cockpit, with his head bang in front of the gaping air intake of the screaming Rolls-Royce turbine. The noise was deafening.

It was 1115 hours – more than five hours after Op Glacier had begun – when the pair of Apaches lifted off from the desert, straining to get airborne with the extra load. Buffeted by the downwash of the rotors, the four soldiers felt the Apaches climbing gently, as the pilots eased their aircraft to a hundred feet of altitude.

Setting a course eastwards for the river and Jugroom Fort, the two Apaches nosed ahead at forty knots airspeed. Any faster and the wind-chill factor would freeze the passengers on the stub wings.

Captain Tom Owen’s Apache, Wildman Five Zero, led the airborne assault, carrying RSM Colin Hearn and Marine Gary Robinson strapped to his machine’s stub wings. His wing aircraft, Wildman Five One, piloted by Staff Sergeant Karl Bruce, carried Captain Dave Rigg and Marine Chris Fraser-Perry back into battle.

At first the flight was like the rollercoaster ride from hell. The two aircraft swooped down to hug the smooth contours of the river, their rotors whipping up a storm of spray as they did so. By sticking to the cover of the watercourse, the aircraft sought to hide their approach from the enemy guns for as long as possible.

But as the pair of Apaches thundered up over the far riverbank, things got worse. There were muzzle flashes sparking out of the smoke-clouded fort, and bullets cutting the air all around the aircraft. While the Apache aircrew were cocooned in a cockpit shell lined by Kevlar armour, their four passengers had no such protection.

None had ever felt so exposed, or so vulnerable.

Scanning the terrain below, Tom saw the entire fort shrouded in thick smoke from burning buildings. The terrain around the fallen Marine was rough, and there was only space for one aircraft to land. And with enemy fighters positioned some fifty metres or less from where that aircraft would have to put down, some kind of diversion was needed.

Putting his aircraft into a shallow dive Tom made the decision to land inside the fort’s very walls. By doing so he aimed to sow confusion among its occupiers, and to buy his wing aircraft time to effect the rescue. He flipped low over the outer wall, the Apache being met by a hail of bullets as it did so, and went down in a storm of rotor-blown dust in to the very centre of the fort.

Behind him, in the second Apache, Karl Bruce descended in a cloud of dust to a point just outside the fort’s wall, in close proximity to the British soldier. It was an extraordinary piece of flying by both pilots, especially as the last few seconds had been completed in the blind brown-out of a rotor-blown dust storm, when they had been flying on instruments only.

Tom kept the rotors spinning, the downwash kicking up dust, which mixed with the smoke of the burning buildings to form a thick cloud. It billowed outwards from the stationary aircraft, forming a choking wave of brown-black opaqueness that quickly engulfed the interior of the fort.

The rolling dust cloud was both a blessing and a curse. While it helped to shield the aircraft from the enemy, little was visible inside the fort. As the soldiers unstrapped themselves from the lead Apache, they realised that they had become disorientated: they were unsure of where their comrade lay.

In the blind-out of the dust storm, and with enemy forces loosing off wild bursts of fire, they had lost all sense of which was the direction in which to find him. The soldiers’ confusion was clearly audible to the Apache aircrew over the radio net, and Tom’s co-pilot, Staff Sergeant Keith Arthur, decided to help.

From the vantage point of the Apache’s cockpit he’d got a good fix on the Royal Marine’s position as the aircraft had gone in to land. Folding back the slabs of side armour so he could exit the aircraft, he grabbed his SA80-2K carbine, which was jammed into the space beside his seat, and vaulted out of the cockpit to lead the way.

Tom’s Apache had been on the ground for barely a minute, although it seemed like an age. Suddenly, accurate rounds started whining through the air all around the vulnerable aircraft. Sharp muzzle flashes pierced the muddy light as the lone Apache was targeted by enemy machine guns firing out of a mud-walled building to its right.

The Apache has an automatic system that disables the 30mm cannon as soon as the aircraft touches down. There is good reason for this: the aircraft doesn’t have sufficient clearance to aim and fire the cannon properly while on the ground.

Tom could kick the big gun on the aircraft’s chin turret into life by overriding the cut-out system. Mounted on a pivot, the 30mm cannon can hit a target ninety degrees to either side of the aircraft. But if he did try to swing the big gun around to engage the enemy, it was more than likely to plough into the packed earth of the courtyard.

But while his Apache, Wildman Five Zero, couldn’t return fire, there was an Apache circling above him that could. Tom radioed Wildman Five Three, the Apache piloted by Captain Nick Born, and did a rapid talk-on to target.

An instant later the incoming Apache spat a tongue of white fire from the cannon on its chin turret, unleashing a twenty-round burst of 30mm high-explosive rounds. They tore into the enemy position, the heavy calibre rounds chewing up the thick mud walls and blasting chunks of masonry into the air.

With the orbiting Apache putting down a barrage of covering fire, the commandos and the airman dashed across the fort, dodging enemy tracer as they did so. At the fort’s outer wall they linked up with their fellow soldiers from the second Apache. Grabbing the prone form of Lance Corporal Ford from where he was lying at the base of the wall, they hoisted him between them and made a mad dash for the rescue helicopter.

They emerged from the shadow of the fort wall silhouetted against the storm of swirling dust. The waiting Apache aircrew spotted them, and pilot Karl Bruce and Warrant Officer Mark Rawlings jumped out of their seats. Reaching down, they began to help drag the fallen soldier up the eight feet or so that the Apache’s stub wings stand off the ground.

Once they had lain him across the grey-green metal of the stub wing, they began to strap the Royal Marine to the steel grab-handles. All the while they were taking enemy fire, the crack of weapons and the whine of rounds cutting the air to either side of the stationary aircraft. It was high time they got the hell out of there.

Captain Rigg and Marine Fraser-Perry checked the fixings on the Lance Corporal one last time, while the pilots lowered themselves into the cockpit. With no time to strap themselves on, the two soldiers clung to the grab-handles as the rotors slapped at the air above, straining to get airborne.

Moments later, Apache Wildman Five One thundered into the air. It power-climbed to sixty feet altitude, the machine dropping its nose and gaining airspeed as it did so, and then it headed away from the fort towards the river and safety.

Meanwhile, the two soldiers and one airman from Wildman Five Zero sprinted back through the chaos of the fort to rejoin co-pilot Tom at the waiting Apache. Just as soon as they were all aboard, Tom got the ‘Go! Go! Go!’

He pulled full power on the collective lever and the aircraft’s screaming turbines thrust the Apache into the air. It went low and fast, skimming over the outer wall of the fort, following in the wake of Wildman Five One towards the river.

The pair of battered Apaches headed away from the enemy guns, making for the safety of the open desert, each being chased by hungry fingers of tracer. At such close quarters as the engagement in the fort, even small arms fire – 7.62mm rounds from the enemy’s AK-47s – could have done serious damage to the aircraft’s aluminium fuselage.

The aircrew set a course north-east for Camp Bastion, neither pilot having any idea how badly damaged his aircraft might be. Either way, it was both a miracle and a testament to the Apache’s awesome engineering, that the machines had got them in and out of there alive.

Their priority now was to get Lance Corporal Ford back to headquarters. No one knew how badly injured he was, but they hoped and prayed that they might be able to help the soldier by getting him to the Camp Bastion Field Hospital alive.

As the dull thud of the helicopter rotor blades faded away to nothing on the cold desert wind, the battle for Jugroom Fort was finally over. But for the Apache pilots, their work in Afghanistan was only just beginning.
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