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INTRODUCTION

The Special Forces are in action now. Units are deployed on covert actions in Iraq and Afghanistan, carrying out specialist actions that ordinary soldiers are not equipped or trained for. Others are on standby, waiting to counter the latest move by terrorists or insurgents, or undertaking special operations for friendly governments who have no elite forces of their own.

It takes a special kind of person to join the Special Forces and those who pass the stringent entrance requirements are subjected to the most rigorous training. They are trained to be super-fit, taught to survive in the most adverse conditions and turned into killing machines. Although they must be good team players, they must also be able to work on their own initiative. And they are trained to use a whole variety of specialist equipment.

Although Special Forces personnel are usually picked from serving soldiers and marines, few have the physical stamina to qualify for elite units. Many potential recruits who arrive at the SAS training centre in Hereford, England, cannot even complete the first week of endurance exercises. Only 10 per cent complete the induction course. The final exercise in the selection process is a 40-mile endurance march over rough terrain, carrying 80 lb of kit, usually in adverse weather conditions, navigating by map and compass and completed in just twenty hours. The US Delta Force has adopted the same test and finds that only one in four of the men they have pre-selected make it.

Of the thousands who apply to join the Green Berets, only a handful are picked for the Q (Qualification) Course. When they arrive at the training centre in North Carolina, they are required to run the mile-and-a-half to their makeshift barracks carrying their kit. Some fail the Q Course before they have even reached the barrack gates. Fifty per cent fail the physical part of the training. Another 25–40 per cent drop out during their specialist training, before they are even allowed on a simulated “unconventional warfare” exercise.

The US Navy SEALs go through “Hell Week”, which is designed to drive recruits to the absolute limits of their physical endurance, so that in action they can overcome pain and fatigue by sheer willpower and concentrate thereby on completing the mission.

“Even if a guy is an absolute physical stud, it doesn’t mean he’s going to get through Hell Week,” one instructor said.

Their UK equivalent, the SBS, are recruited from the Royal Marine Commandos, already an elite unit whose assault course even hardened US Marines on secondment are loath to attempt.

Once recruits have been selected they are taught basic first aid and survival. They get to use weapons they have never handled before and learn the combat procedures that separate the Special Forces from regular units. These include covert manoeuvres, reconnaissance techniques, insertion methods, signalling, encryption, communications, navigation and contact drills. They are taught demolition, the handling of various combat vehicles, patrol techniques, the use of camouflage, ambushing, hostage-rescue procedures and live-fire drills. Combat survival training takes recruits to the Arctic, the desert and the jungle, where they are taught how to find food and water, how to make fire and shelter, and how to survive natural disasters. These techniques are put to the test when recruits are abandoned, alone, in only the clothes they stand up in, in the most hostile environments.

Recruits are given parachute training, taught escape and evasion techniques, and subjected to realistic, even brutal, interrogations. If it appears a recruit is going to break at any point, he is sent back to his unit. Language and engineering skills are put to the test. Weapons training gives them the chance to familiarize themselves with foreign weapons – the kind they may be up against – as well as the specialist tools of the trade. In all, they will learn to handle thirty to fifty small arms. They are taught to abandon the regular soldier’s “spray and pray” method of fighting and to make every bullet count. Alongside small arms, recruits are trained to handle large anti-personnel, anti-aircraft and anti-armour systems, including the Russian RPG7, now the most common anti-tank system in the world which, a recent edition of Soldier magazine said, could be picked up from street markets in the world’s trouble spots for as little as $10. They are also taught unarmed combat.

Special Forces have access to very sophisticated vehicle-mounted weapons. They are taught how to call in artillery and air strikes, and targeting for laser-guided bombs. They practise how to throw grenades and lay mines. The recognition of planes, tanks, armoured vehicles and other military hardware has to be mastered; and they must learn how to use night-vision goggles, homing beacons, radio transmitters, surveillance equipment and a host of other kit.

US Navy SEALs and the SBS must learn to dive and handle a canoe, as well as landing craft and inflatables. They must be familiar with specialized scuba equipment that recycles the air to produce no bubbles, underwater escape and rescue, various types of submarine and underwater explosives. They are forced to run, even eat, waist deep in water.

Everything Special Forces recruits learn is put to the test in realistic combat situations before they are allowed to join their unit. Only then can they call themselves one of the elite.

This book tells you everything you need to know to become a member of one of the UK’s or US’s elite forces. It covers the origins of the various units and their role in modern warfare. It details their training and examines their equipment, and shows how these skills are being put to good use in Iraq, Afghanistan and other conflicts worldwide. With the growth of asymmetric wars around the world, the role of Special Forces is set only to increase.


PART ONE

THE UNITS


1

THE SAS

Second World War

Britain’s Special Air Services Regiment – better known as the SAS – is the precursor of all other modern Special Forces units. The Green Berets, Delta Force and the US Navy SEALs all drew their inspiration directly from the SAS. The Regiment was founded in 1941, by a young lieutenant named David Stirling. Born in Keir, Stirlingshire, on 15 November 1915, he was the son of Brigadier-General Archibald Stirling of the Scots Guards. An unenthusiastic scholar, he dropped out of Cambridge with the intention of climbing Mount Everest. After initial training in Switzerland, he was in North America developing his climbing ability in the Rockies when war was declared in 1939.

Returning to Britain, Stirling joined the Scots Guards Supplementary Reserve as a subaltern, but volunteered for the commandos as soon as he had been commissioned. He became a member of Layforce – three specialist commando units under his friend Brigadier Robert Laycock – and was sent to the Middle East. By this time the war in North Africa had become a series of advances and retreats along the coast. The aim of the unit was to make amphibious raids down the coast behind enemy lines but, due to a shortage of naval craft, Layforce was disbanded by the time Stirling reached Egypt.

But Stirling believed that they idea of hitting the enemy in the rear was sound. Lacking the equipment needed to infiltrate by sea, he toyed with the idea of making airborne assaults or skirting the enemy’s landward flank by sending raiding parties through the supposedly impassable sea of sand in the desert to the south to destroy targets far behind enemy lines. To put these plans into action, he joined forces with the Australian “Jock” Lewes, an officer with the Welsh Guards. They would become the nucleus of the Special Air Service Regiment.

Lewes scrounged fifty parachutes and he and Stirling started to make training jumps, but disaster struck when Stirling’s parachute snagged on the tail of an aircraft. Injured in the fall, Stirling spent months in hospital, but it gave him time to do more detailed planning of his new unit. Until then, the operational thinking in the commandos was to make raids with anything up to 200 men. This had inherent logistical problems as a large proportion of the force had to be used just to secure the beachhead. Stirling’s idea was that a smaller force operating behind enemy lines could do more damage, particularly to lightly guarded targets miles from the front. His plan was to insert small teams by parachute which would be collected by a second units in wheeled vehicles.

When he was released from hospital in July 1941, Stirling decided to take his plan to the Commander-in-Chief in the Middle East, General Sir Claude Auchinleck, but he was refused entry to Auchinleck’s headquarters. Despite the fact he was on crutches, he clambered over the perimeter fence and barged into the office of Auchinleck’s Chief-of-staff, Major-General Neil Ritchie. Ritchie was so impressed with the young man’s audacity that he presented Stirling’s plan to Auchinleck who quickly saw its virtue. Stirling was promoted to captain and ordered to raise a new unit of six officers and sixty men. It was to be called L Detachment of the non-existent Special Air Services Brigade.

There had been, however, a Special Air Service Battalion whose men had staged a daring raid on an aqueduct spanning the Tragino Gorge in southern Italy in November 1940 in what was known as Operation Colossus. It was formed from 500 men from No. 2 Commando who had been parachute trained, the object being primarily to see if the RAF could successfully deliver men accurately to an enemy target. This was to be a combined Army–Air Force–Navy operation and, after attacking their objective, the men were to be extracted by a submarine waiting off the coast of Salerno. The assault force was known as X Company of No. 2 Special Air Service Battalion, to differentiate it from the seaborne commandos.

As it was, five of the Whitley bombers used on the raid managed to drop their men near the target. But a sixth suffered navigational problems and dropped its men and much of the mission’s explosives two hours late and two miles to the north. The aqueduct turned out to be made of concrete, not brick as intelligence had indicated, the explosives caused only minor damage and the men of X Company were captured. The remains of No. 2 Special Air Service Battalion formed the nucleus of the 1st Parachute Brigade. However, Lieutenant-Colonel Dudley Clark, founder of the commandos, wanted to give the impression that a large parachute force was stationed in North Africa, so Stirling’s unit was christened the Special Air Services, and the SAS was born.

Within a week, Stirling had assembled his men at a camp near Kabrit in the Suez Canal Zone. All they had were a few old tents, so the SAS’s first operation was a raid on a nearby New Zealanders’ camp to get new ones. Training began, concentrating on desert navigation, physical fitness and familiarity with all types of weapons, including Italian and German ones. They began parachute training by jumping off the back of a Bedford 15-cwt truck travelling at 30 miles an hour, but this caused so many ankle injuries that a proper scaffolding training tower was built. The SAS then took to the air, but the first time up they went in a plane they lost two men due to faulty attachment rings. This shook morale so the next time they went up Stirling was the first man out of the plane.

After a week of planning, L Detachment of the Special Air Services Brigade set off on 16 November 1941 to make its first attack on five enemy airfields around Timimi and Gazala. The unit was to be dropped in teams of twelve, 20 miles from their targets, their mission to destroy as many planes as possible. To do this, they were armed with a special device – the Lewes bomb, the invention of Jock Lewes. He worked out that the easiest way to destroy a plane was to punch a hole in its wing and set fire to the fuel in the tanks inside. So what was required was a bomb that was both an explosive and an incendiary. A specialist sapper said that this was impossible, but after two weeks’ experimentation Lewes came up with a solution. He took a little plastic explosive and rolled it in thermite from incendiary bombs, dousing the whole device with old engine oil to make sure the fire spread. The result weighed just 1 lb, so one man could carry enough to destroy a whole squadron of aircraft. For the SAS it became standard issue.

Once the mission was completed they would rendezvous with a Long Range Desert Group (LRDG) patrol in their trucks, who would take them back to Kabrit.

On the night of the raid, there was a storm, the planes were blown off course and after the drop, none of the teams found their target. On their way to the rendezvous point, they were lashed with rain, then scorched by the sun. Of the sixty-two men sent out, only twenty-two returned. The SAS’s first mission had been a disaster.

Stirling went to Auchinleck to report his failure but managed to persuade the General that, despite the high losses, his unit was still viable. As the SAS were having little luck with aircraft, in future they would go into action – as well as come out of it – courtesy of the Long Range Desert Group. On 8 December 1941, the SAS set out for the LRDG patrol base at Jalo, far behind enemy lines. From there, they attacked enemy airfields at Tamit and Agedabia, destroying sixty-one aircraft before they disappeared back into the desert. A few days later they attacked the airfield at Tamit again, destroying another twenty-seven aircraft, but Jock Lewes was killed by a German plane that attacked the LRDG patrol returning from the mission.

The following month they staged another successful raid on the port facility at Bouerat. With Stirling promoted to major and the future of the SAS seemingly assured, he set about designing its famous badge. It was supposed to have been the sword of Damocles, but ended up looking more like a winged dagger, with the motto “Who dares wins” underneath. At the same time he began expanding his force with fifty Free French paratroopers, later known as the French Squadron SAS, the Greek Sacred Squadron, the Special Interrogation Group of anti-Nazi Germans and more commandos.

In July 1942, the SAS got Vickers “K” machine guns and American Willys jeeps with mounted heavy-calibre Brownings, and racks for extra jerry cans of petrol and water. These were fast and more manoeuvrable than LRDG trucks and Stirling developed the tactic of simply speeding down the lines of aircraft, guns blazing.

With this large force making lightning attacks, no enemy soldier, no matter how far behind the lines, felt safe, so special units were set up to pursue the raiders after an attack. In January 1943, one of these hunter units captured David Stirling who, after a number of daring escape attempts, ended in Colditz Castle, the German special prison for persistent escapers in Saxony. Command was passed to Irish rugby player “Paddy” Mayne, who had been in the SAS since its inception. By that time, numbers had swelled to regimental size with 750 officers and men. L Detachment of the SAS Brigade became 1 SAS and Lieutenant-Colonel William Stirling, David’s brother, formed the 2nd SAS Regiment with men from 62 Commando in May 1943.

With the surrender of the Axis forces in North Africa, the SAS was reorganized. Number 1 SAS became the Special Raiding Squadron, or SRS. Its job was to attack German and Italian coastal installation in the central Mediterranean and the Balkans, while number 2 SAS was to be dropped behind the lines to support the landings on Sicily by attacking enemy supply lines. This were so successful that during the Italian campaign they were given a free hand to blow bridges, hit airfields and co-ordinate local partisan groups.

During the run-up to D-Day, 1 and 2 SAS returned to England to form a brigade as part of the 1st Airborne Division, along with 3 and 4 SAS, comprising French troops, and a Belgian squadron, which later became 5 SAS. In the four months after D-Day, some 2,000 SAS men operated in uniform from forty secret bases up to 250 miles behind enemy lines, disrupting communications, raiding supply depots, blowing up railway lines and gathering intelligence.

In February 1945, Brigadier Michael Calvert took over as brigade commander. A former Chindit, a long-range penetration group that worked deep behind the Japanese lines in Burma, he brought new expertise in unconventional warfare. With the Western Allies closing in on Germany, the SAS worked as independent squadrons or with armoured units to protect the advancing army’s flanks, or speeding up to 70 miles ahead of the front line to clear pockets of resistance. During the campaign in northwest Europe, they had killed or wounded 8,000 enemy soldiers, suffering just 350 casualties of their own – including twenty-four who were captured by the Germans and executed. At the end of the war, an SAS War Crimes Investigation Team, led by Major Eric Alistair “Bill” Barkworth Somerset, traced all the SS and Gestapo personnel responsible for these killings and handed them over to the Allied authorities for trial as war criminals.

After disarming the German Army in Norway, the SAS was broken up. The French and Belgian units returned to their own national armies, while 1 and 2 SAS were trained for operations against Japan. But the war ended before they could be put into operation and the SAS was finally disbanded on 30 November 1946.

Post-war

Malaya

On 1 May 1947, the SAS was reraised as a Territorial Unit, the 21st SAS, also known as the Artists Rifles after a famous volunteer unit formed in 1860. But the real heirs to the SAS’s fighting tradition was the Malayan Scouts formed in 1950 under Major Michael Calvert to track down and eradicate Communist insurgents in Malaya. Alongside the hundred men of Calvert’s A Squadron were B Squadron, who were recruited from 21 SAS in London, and C Squadron from Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe). In 1952, they were re-organized to become the present-day 22nd SAS Regiment.

By 1956, the height of the Malayan Emergency, the SAS had 560 officers and men. The Rhodesians had returned home, but were replaced by a New Zealand Squadron and a short-lived Para Squadron from the Parachute Regiment. Operating in four-man teams, penetrating deep into the jungle on assignments that could last up to three months, their services were much in demand.

One of the novel techniques they evolved in Malay was “tree-jumping”. They would parachute into the jungle canopy from as low as 500 feet, breaking their fall by allowing the parachute lines to snag on the branches, then abseiling to the ground on a 250-foot rope. But this was dangerous and later patrols were inserted by foot or helicopter.

Carrying two-weeks’ rations, they had to be resupplied by air. As the sight of parachutes would attract the insurgents, patrols would have to move on after a drop, setting up a fresh camp near running water. They learnt jungle techniques of making sharpened-bamboo booby-traps and laying trip flares to protect their bases. Deep in the jungle they had a routine: no smoking, no cooking, no talking, and they had to crawl 300 yards out of the camp to urinate or defecate. Their only communication with HQ was a nightly radio message.

In one operation thirty-seven men of D Squadron parachuted into the Telok Anson swamp in Selangor and, after an action that lasted fourteen weeks, forced the rebels to surrender. The Malayan Emergency came to an end after the SAS discovered that the insurgents were communicating with their leaders in Thailand via a radio transmitter in the Valley of No Return. To get there B Squadron were flown to Kota Bahru before being taken by boat down the Kelantan river to Tanah Merah, from where they climbed over the 600-foot Anak Reng ridge. It took twelve days to reach the summit in the steaming jungle heat, by which time the men had lost a considerable proportion of their body weight. The squadron commander, Johnny Cooper, knew that they had just fourteen days to put the transmitter out of action as a supply drop would alert the enemy, so they would move fast. On the thirteenth day, the patrol heard running water. Moving forward to reconnoitre, they found a waterwheel that turning the generators powering the radio. The subsequent attack destroyed the radio transmitter and ended insurgent activity in the border region.

Oman – Jebel Akhdar

The SAS then moved from the jungles of south-east Asia to the deserts and mountains of the Middle East. The ruler of Oman, Sultan Sa’id bin Taimur, found himself in the midst of a full-scale rebellion and requested assistance from the British. In November 1958, D Squadron of 22 SAS arrived. They initiated aggressive patrols on the rebel stronghold of Jebel Akhdar, regularly scaling the walls of the bare mountain at night. The rock there was so hard and metallic that regulation nail-shod boots made a great deal of noise and fell apart quickly. Deep ravines cut through the plateau, echoing loudly as the SAS men climbed their faces, made even more difficult as they had to carry all their food and water with them. The donkeys imported from Somalia to carry their equipment perished in the searing heat of the day and the freezing temperatures at night.

By Christmas it was clear that a full-scale assault was going to be needed to shift the rebels in vastly superior numbers from their well-entrenched positions on the Jebel. A Squadron were flown from Malaya, directly into the freezing Omani winter that had now closed in. They prepared their local donkey handlers for an attack from the village of Tanuf, instructing them, on pain of death, to tell no one – knowing that this was the quickest way to get a message to the rebels. They fell for it and within hours they were massing on the heights above Tanuf.

The SAS then attacked positions on twin peaks known as Sabrina, after a pneumatic 1950s movie star, some miles away. When rebel reinforcements began heading there, the SAS abandoned that position and moved swiftly in the rebel headquarters at Saiq. This involved a perilous climb, during which they abandoned much of their gear, but at the summit they seized an enemy Browning and were resupplied by air. Having lost their headquarters the rebel leaders fled across the border, leaving few pockets of resistance. The remaining tribesmen were easily disarmed and were given a display of SAS firepower, while SAS medics started a “hearts and minds” programme with free clinics. It was a classic SAS operation – swift and decisive.

Borneo

In 1959, a second territorial regiment was formed, 23 SAS, but the SAS was to see no further action until 1963 when they were sent to Borneo, where guerrillas from Indonesia were infiltrating across the border into the newly formed Federation of Malaysia. Their job there was to support a Malaysian, British and Commonwealth force of just five battalions to maintain security over 80,000 square miles. According to the British commander of the combined force, Major-General Walter Walker, the SAS’s contribution was invaluable.

“I regard 70 troopers of the SAS as being as valuable to me as 700 infantry in the role of hearts and minds, border surveillance, early warning, stay behind, and eyes and ears with a sting,” he said.

The task the SAS had been given was a daunting one. A squadron of not even a hundred men was asked to guard a frontier nearly a thousand miles long, and so wild and rugged in places that it was not even mapped. But their earlier time in Malaya had taught them valuable lessons. It also meant that many of the SAS men spoke Malay, so they could communicate easily with the local people.

Again the SAS sent four-man patrols out deep into the jungle for weeks on end. The patrol would be led by a local scout, followed by the patrol’s commander, medic, signaller and another specialist – a linguist or an explosives expert – at spaced intervals. The last man usually carried a 7.62-mm general-purpose machine gun or a Bren gun, while the others carried the standard British Army SLR or the new American Armalite M-16.

At the time, military theorists were against these small patrols, believing them to be too vulnerable to enemy attack, but in Borneo they worked well. As the guerrillas had the advantage of knowing the jungle and the local tribesmen, the SAS had to adopt a “softly-softly” approach, key to which was the medic. While the commander chatted with the headman, the medic set up a clinic that would have to tackle everything from childbirth to gunshot wounds. Meanwhile there would be a small exchange of gifts. If the villagers had any urgent needs, these would be conveyed to base by the signaller and anything they requested sent. After a meal and more conversation, the patrol would withdraw, reappearing a few days later to continue this confidence-building exercise. SAS men would also help the villagers with planting, weeding and harvesting crops. In return, local people would alert them to telltale signs in the forests that revealed the presence of the enemy.

The SAS would also pay locals who would work for them and pay for their food, unlike the guerrillas who simply took whatever they needed from the villagers. There were, of course, more aggressive “Claret” cross-border incursions to attack enemy forward bases in Indonesia and ambush them on their infiltration routes. This had to be undertaken with the utmost care as Britain was not at war with Indonesia and risked being accused of escalating the conflict if detected. At one point they even attacked the Indonesia Army which was staging a build-up in the area and escape unscathed. Together these tactics were so effective that the guerrillas rarely penetrated much beyond the border and, after the Indonesian President Ahmed Sukarno was overthrown in 1966, Indonesia made peace.

Oman – Dhofar

Between 1970 and 1976, the SAS were back in Oman, this time in the Dhofar region, waging another counter-insurgency campaign. The guerrillas who fought in Dhofar were known as the adoo (enemy). They were members of the Dhofar Liberation Front, Arab nationalists who were supplied arms by the Communist government in South Yemen and were subsumed into the Marxist People’s Front for the Liberation of the Occupied Arabian Gulf. Their arms originated in the Soviet Union, so the insurgents had considerable firepower in the form of Kalashnikov assault rifles, RPG-7 rocket-propelled grenades, 12.7-mm heavy machine guns and 122-mm Katyusha rocket launchers.

However, most of the Dhofaris were not Marxists and were more concerned with material progress than ideology. But the Dhofar rebellion had sparked a palace coup with the autocrat Sultan Sa’id bin Taimur, who had banned radios, spectacles, medicine and bicycles, being replaced by his son, the Sandhurst-trained Sultan Qaboos, who introduced cabinet government for the first time and was attempting to modernize the country. The SAS also formed a bodyguard for the new Sultan and put in what were officially known as British Army Training Teams (BATTs).

Again the SAS’s main tactic was to win hearts and minds with medical and veterinary services. They also encouraged ex-guerrillas to join the firqat, a militia force trained by the SAS. Although it was rarely effective in combat, it provided considerable intelligence for the Sultan’s regular forces.

The SAS’s tactics were clearly working and the adoo knew that they had to do something in response. On 19 July 1972, they decided to attack Mirbat, a small town defended by a firqat unit under the command of a nine-man SAS team, who were at the end of their tour.

They chose to attack during the monsoon season when there was fog in the morning and low cloud base, so the defenders could not rely on air support. The adoo attacked with 250 men armed with AK-47s, heavy machine guns, mortars, 75-mm recoilless rifles and a 84-mm Carl Gustav rocket launcher. The adoo were highly professional soldiers and the previous day they had lured most of the firqat away into the hills. Taking the town should have been a walkover.

The nine SAS men from B Squadron, under 23-year-old Captain Mike Kealy, were lodged in the BATT house. Around 100 yards to the north-west on the shoreline was an old fort, inside which were thirty firqat warriors armed mostly with Lee Enfield .303 rifles. About 700 yards inland was another fort belonging to the Dhofar Gendarmerie with twenty-five gendarmes inside. Next to it was a gun pit with a vintage 25-pounder manned by an Omani gunner. Beyond it, the town’s perimeter was ringed with barbed wire.

Some 800 yards north, outside the wire, was another DG outpost with eight gendarmes inside. At around five o’clock in the morning, an adoo scouting group attacked it, killing four gendarmes. The rest fled. Then six mortars, some 2,100 yards to the north, opened up. Meanwhile two other groups of adoo attacked the town from the east. Things were getting serious, but the SAS men, now manning the roof of the BATT house, did not open fire, not wishing to give their position away prematurely.

As explosions rocked the building Lance-Corporal Pete Wignall radioed for help, while Trooper Talaiasi Labalaba, a Fijian, raced to the gun pit to assist the Omani gunner. The DG fort then received a direct hit from a 75-mm recoilless rifle.

At about 0600 around forty adoo approached the DG fort. As they straddled the wire Pete Wignall with a .50 Browning and Roger Chapman with a 7.62-mm general-purpose machine gun started shooting. Bob Bradshaw in the command sangar calmly picked off the leader with a well-aimed shot with his SLR. Nevertheless adoo kept on coming ten at a time, pulling on the barbed wire with their bare hands – until the 25-pounder scored a direct hit at point-blank range.

Although the DG fort and the 25-pounder were the focus of the attack, other adoo penetrated the town. Then the firing rate of the gun slowed down. A message came over the walkie-talkie that Labalaba had been shot in the chin. Sek Saveseki, another Fijian, volunteered to race over to him with medical supplies. It was a 700-yard dash though a hail of bullets. Saveseki, a rugby player, made the run of a lifetime and got to the DG fort unscathed.

The Omani gunner, named Khalid, had been shot in the stomach. But together Labalaba and Saveseki kept the gun firing, though they had to crawl back and forth to load and shoot it due to the intense small-arms fire. When Saveseki was hit in the shoulder, head and back, he was only able to use his SLR. With an almost superhuman effort, the wounded Labalaba continued to load and fire the gun on his own.

At 0700 there was a lull in the shooting. Wignall radioed HQ at Salalah for helicopters to medevac the wounded and sent a request for air support. Meanwhile, they could make no radio contact with the gun pit, so Kealy and Tommy Tobin race over to the gun. They found the Omani gunner mortally wounded, but Labalaba was still firing the 25-pounder and Saveseki was covering the west side of the fort with his SLR. Just then there was a huge explosion and more adoo came rushing through the wire towards the gun pit. As Labalaba reached for another shell, he was shot in the neck and killed. Tobin, too, was hit and mortally wounded. As Kealy fired his SLR point-blank at the attackers, he called the BATT house for mortar support and machine-gun fire on each side of the fort. “Fuzz” Harris could not make the elevation with the mortar so he held the tube to his chest to adjust the firing range.

A grenade rolled into the gun pit, but it turned out to be a dud. In the nick of time, Strikemaster jets came in at a hundred feet, strafing and rocketing the adoo. As Kealy and Bradshaw directed the jets on to the important targets, twenty-three men from G Squadron SAS – formed in 1966 in Borneo – landed by helicopter on the beach south of the town. They had arrived in Oman just twenty-four hours before and were on their way for acclimatization training in the hills when they heard of the situation in Mir bat. They brought with them nine GPMGs and soon the adoo were forced back; with help of some local firqat, the town was cleared. By 1230 the battle was over.

The SAS lost two men in the action, Labalaba and Tobin; Saveseki was badly wounded. After the fight thirty-eight dead adoo were found on the battlefield. Other bodies were taken by the retreating adoo and it is thought that they lost eighty all told. The battle had been a close-run thing, but proved to be a turning point in the war, which ended in 1976.

Mike Kealy was awarded a DSO for his actions, after volunteering to go and lead the firqat patrol, which had been lured away, back to safety. Tobin and Bradshaw were awarded the Military Medal, and Labalaba got only a Mention in Despatches. His comrades thought he should have got the Victoria Cross for what he did but, at the time, Britain was keeping a low profile about its involvement in Oman.

Counter Revolutionary Warfare

The SAS’s role change in the 1972 in response to a new threat – terrorism. At the 1972 Munich Olympics, eight Palestinians from the terrorist organization Black September stormed the Olympic village, killed two Israeli athletes and took nine more hostage. They demanded the release of some 200 Palestinians in Israeli jails, along with two well-known German terrorists. After a day of unsuccessful negotiations, the terrorists were allowed to take their hostages to the military airport in Munich for a flight back to the Middle East. But at the airport, German sharpshooters opened fire, killing three of the Arabs. A horrifying gun battle ensued, claiming the lives of all nine of the hostages, along with one policeman and two terrorists.

It was clear that the Germans did not have a specialist force who could deal with such a crisis – nor did anyone else. Plainly it was time that security forces worldwide put in place such provisions. In Britain the job fell to the SAS. Given their lack of previous experience in bodyguarding and close-quarter urban warfare, they had to prepare for such an eventuality. With no limit placed on it budget or resources, a special wing of the Regiment was formed called the Counter Revolutionary Warfare Department. It kept a low profile until the Iranian Embassy siege of May 1980. But they had not been idle. At Bradbury Lines, the SAS headquarters in Hereford, they had built a close-quarters battle house, where they practised the use of small arms in enclosed spaces. SAS men would sit in a room in the CQB house surrounded by straw “terrorist” dummies, while their colleagues burst in and, hopefully, only riddled the dummies with live rounds. This training is not for the faint-hearted.

The unit was already up and running by the time of London’s Spaghetti House siege of 1975. Employees of a Spaghetti House restaurant in Knightsbridge were held hostage for five days by a Nigerian and two West Indians who claimed to be members of the Black Liberation Army, an offshoot of the American Black Panthers, though, in fact, they were just common thieves. The SAS were prepared. But in the event they were not called in and the siege ended peacefully when the gunmen surrendered. However, later that year, IRA men holding a couple hostage in their flat in Balcombe Street, Marylebone, surrendered when they heard on the radio that the SAS were in the vicinity. It was thought that this was because of the fearsome reputation the Regiment had built up fighting terrorists in Northern Ireland, where the SAS had been used for intelligence gathering and covert operations. Most of their activities there remain classified to this day.

In 1977, the two SAS men were on hand with stun grenades developed by the Regiment when Germany’s new Grenz Schutz Gruppe 9 anti-terrorist unit freed the hostages being held on a hijacked Lufthansa passenger plane at Mogadishu Airport in Somalia. The stun-grenade – known as a “flash-bang” in the Regiment – had been specifically developed by the SAS for hostage situations. When detonated, the grenade creates an ear-deafening bang together with a blinding flash of light, causing disorientation for a few seconds. This allows the attacking force to enter and overwhelm the terrorists before they could regain their senses and react. There are several types – one, for example, causes a shockwave that blows out electric lights, plunging the terrorists into darkness and giving the advantage to Special Forces operatives equipped with night-vision goggles.

During the Mogadishu operation, the SAS got to see GSG9’s Heckler & Koch MP-5 sub-machine gun in action. As the SAS are the only unit in the British Army who get to pick their own weapons, the CRW Department now carry German-made Heckler & Koch MP-5s. In the spirit of reciprocity, the founder and leader of GSG9, Ulrich Wegener, was invited to observe the SAS in action with their newly acquired H&K MP-5s at the Iranian Embassy Siege in London in 1980.

The siege began at 1132 hours on Wednesday, 30 April 1980, when six armed terrorists stormed into the Iranian Embassy at 16 Princes Gate in Kensington, West London. They were armed with two Polish versions of the Russian Scorpion machine-pistol, one Spanish .38 revolver, three Browning 9-mm pistols and a number of Russian RDG-5 fragmentation grenades. Inside the Embassy was Trevor Lock, a policeman on diplomatic guard duty, who managed to alert his superiors by radio before the terrorists had got the Embassy and the hostages locked down. Within minutes specialist police squads had arrived. They included the marksmen of D11, the C13 anti-terrorist squad, C7 technical support branch and the Special Patrol Group. Meanwhile a former SAS man, then a police dog handler, contacted the Regiment and at 1148 hours the beepers of the Blue and Red team of the SAS went off. Soon Special Forces operatives in plain clothes were on the scene.

Initially, it was not clear how many people had been taken hostage, but it turned out to be twenty-six: nineteen Iranians and seven non-Iranians, including two men from the BBC, who were visiting, and PC Trevor Lock.

The terrorist leader was named Oan, but he called himself Salim. It seemed that he was the only one would could speak English. He made the demands on behalf of an Arabic organization known as the Group of the Martyr. These included freedom for Khuzestan, an oil-rich part of Iran inhabited by Arabs who have traditionally suffered persecution at the hands of the non-Arabic majority, and the release of ninety-one Arab prisoners held by Iran who were to be flown to London. He also insisted that an Arab ambassador be brought in to mediate. If these demands were not met by noon the following day, the hostages would be killed and the Embassy would be blown up.

The police set up an incident room, Zulu Control, down the terrace and began negotiating with the terrorists. Meanwhile preparations were made for an armed assault. That night, police carpenters built a scale model of the Embassy. The next day, work began on a life-sized replica, built in timber and hessian, in Regents Park Barracks.

Technicians from C7 lowered microphones and surveillance devices down the chimney to monitor the movements of the terrorists. And when two hostages were freed – a pregnant woman and a man who had stomach pains – they were debriefed. It was then confirmed that there were six terrorists; previously there were thought to be only five.

As the siege progressed and deadlines passed, the negotiators began to make headway. Plainly the liberation of Khuzestan was not in their gift and the terrorists dropped their demand for freeing the ninety-one Arab prisoners. It turned out that the men concerned had already been executed. The terrorists then asked for a coach to Heathrow Airport and a plane to take them and their Iranian hostages to a Middle Eastern country.

Although it seemed as if the hostage crisis might be solved peacefully, the debacle of Munich was still on everyone’s mind so the SAS continued making plans of their own. They were briefed by the embassy caretaker who knew every corner of the fifty rooms inside. From him they learnt that the windows and the front door were reinforced, so it would be impossible to burst in using sledgehammers. However, C7 men in the next-door building had removed part of the adjoining wall brick-by-brick, leaving only a thin layer of plaster. To cover the noise of removing the brickwork, an emergency crew from the gas board, armed with pneumatic drills, had been called in to repair a fictitious gas leak outside, while planes to Heathrow were diverted to fly low over the building. The SAS also discovered an unlocked skylight on the roof that gave access to a bathroom.

After five days, the terrorists were beginning to get desperate. They picked a political argument with the Iranian hostages and began to get suspicious about the noise they heard from outside. The male hostages were moved together into the telex room and PC Lock appeared at the window to say that the terrorists were going to start shooting the hostages if there was no news of the long-waited Arab mediator.

At 1331 hours three shots were heard from inside the Embassy. At 1850 hours three more shots were heard and the body of the Embassy’s press officer was pushed outside the front door. Ten minutes later the police handed over control to the military. The SAS were now going into action.

At 1923 hours, the negotiators got Oan back on the phone so that he, at least, could be located. Then the SAS’s Red Team abseiled in pairs from the back roof down to the balcony and ground floor. Another group burst through plaster from the building next door. At the front, Blue Team used frame charges to break the windows. When a terrorist appeared a sniper killed him with a single shot. Stun grenades and CS grenades were thrown in, but the terrorists had put newspapers soaked with lighter fuel under the windows so a fire rapidly broke out.

The raiders were wearing black so that they were visible against smoke, their torsos protected with Nomex body armour. Their faces were covered with gas masks and flash hoods to protect them from fumes and blast – this was also to instil fear in their opponents and protect their identity for fear of reprisals.

Other things were not going so smoothly. Only one of the charges lowered by rope down a light well went off – and prematurely. At the back one trooper got entangled in his ropes so his colleagues could not use their frame charges. He had to be cut down later. Instead, a sledgehammer was used on the lock of the French windows. Nevertheless, front and back, the SAS were in.

When an SAS man appeared through the front window, Oan raised his gun to fire. But Trevor Lock sprang into action, grappling with the terrorist leader until the SAS man could shoot him.

In the telex room one of the terrorists started shooting into the hostages; one hostage died and another was wounded. When the SAS burst into the room, two terrorists hid among the hostages on the floor. When they were pointed out by the hostages, they were killed, but the terrorist guarding the women in another room was spared.

The last terrorist was by the stairs between the hostages when a SAS trooper saw a grenade in his hand. With the hostages at such close quarters it was not possible to shoot him, so the trooper hit him with the stock of his MP-5 on the neck. As he fell down the flight of stairs, he was hit by thirty-two bullets from four SAS weapons, killing him. Fortunately, the pin remained in the grenade.

But the action was not yet over. All the rooms had to be systematically cleared and checked for booby-traps. Locked doors were opened with a burst of 9-mm rounds. The SAS men could not be sure that they had accounted for all the terrorists, so the hostages were thrown down the stairs from trooper to trooper and bundled into the back garden. There, everybody was handcuffed and searched for weapons and proof of identity, just in case terrorists were hiding among them. Once the SAS were sure that everyone in the garden was a hostage and there were no more terrorists at large in the buildings, command was then handed back to the police.

The action was over in seventeen minutes. Of the twenty-six hostages, two died, five had been released and nineteen rescued. Five of the terrorists were dead; the one survivor was sentenced to life imprisonment. The SAS, who were expecting 40 per cent casualties, had three wounded – one suffered burns, one had a leg wound and one had an injured finger.

The Falklands War

Until the embassy siege, the SAS had been a shadowy, secretive organization. Now they were front-page news in their new antiterrorist role. But just two years later, the SAS were back doing what David Stirling had first devised them for – blowing up enemy aircraft. Indeed, the Falklands War of 1982 gave them the opportunity to practise all the soldierly skills they had acquired in the Second World War. These would include the strategic ones of infiltration for surveillance and intelligence gathering, as well as the tactical ones concerned with diversionary attacks and seizing key features in front of the main force.

But their first task was reconnaissance of South Georgia, an island 1,000 miles to the east of the Falkland Isles, with the object of recapturing it. The Argentines had claimed sovereignty over the Falklands Islands – or the Islas Malvinas as they called them – which lie some 300 miles off their coast since the early nineteenth century. However, the islands had been occupied and administered by the British since 1833, so that the inhabitants were of British descent and owed their allegiance to the British Crown. At the beginning of 1982, the Argentine military junta under Lieutenant-General Leopoldo Galtieri gave up on long-running negotiations over the status of the islands and decided to invade, in the hope that the patriotic fervour engendered by the “recovery” of the Malvinas might help prop up his discredited regime. An invasion force trained in secret. Then when a dispute blew up between Argentine salvage workers and British scientists stationed on South Georgia, the government in Buenos Aires seized this as an excuse to move against the British possessions in the South Atlantic. On 2 April 1982, Argentine troops invaded the Falklands, quickly overcoming the small force of Royal Marines garrisoned in the capital Port Stanley. The following day, they took South Georgia. As the dispute in South Georgia had been the original excuse for the Argentine invasion of the Falklands, it was decide to retake that island first. The job was given to the SAS. On 21 April 1982, a helicopter inserted sixteen men of Mountain Troop – D Squadron, SAS – to establish an observation point at a place called Fortuna Glacier. The weather was horrendous. Weapons froze up and the men only managed to advance 500 yards before camping for the night. In severe danger of frostbite and hypothermia, they requested extraction the next day. But one of the Wessex extraction helicopters crashed just after picking up seven SAS men at around 1330 hours. One SAS soldier damaged his back.

A second helicopter also crashed. A third helicopter managed to extract some of the men, but when it returned to collect the rest of them, it was unable to land. Later that day, after five attempts, the pilot managed to set down and pick up the remaining men. Overloaded, and flying in appalling flying conditions, the pilot crash landed, but he managed to get the men safely on board a Royal Navy ship. He was awarded a Distinguished Flying Cross for his actions.

The next attempt to reach the island was by boat. Five inflatables set out for Grass Island, South Georgia, but only three boats made it to the shoreline. Later, SBS troops were inserted by helicopter. The SBS, or Special Boat Squadron, are the Royal Marines’ equivalent to the SAS and train with them.

There was not much enemy activity on South Georgia, which was garrisoned by only 150 poorly organized enemy troops. On 25 April, the patrol on the island itself directed naval gunfire on them, helicopters inserted another thirty SAS troops and the Argentineans surrendered. Just the threat of facing British Special Forces was enough for the young conscripts. South Georgia had been retaken without bloodshed. Next to come were the Falklands themselves.

From 1 May, G Squadron, SAS and SBS patrols were inserted on the Falklands to look for sites suitable for an amphibious landing. Eventually, the SBS found San Carlos Bay, which was almost undefended. Other four-man patrols located the enemy’s position, and ascertained the weapons and equipment they were using, having been inserted up to 20 miles from their objectives. Heavily laden, carrying stores for up to fourteen days, the patrols moved by night and laid up during the day.

Observation posts were set up. As the ground was too hard to dig into, they made hides. A fold in the terrain would be covered with chicken wire and hessian netting. This was then covered with local vegetation to blend in. These hides worked well and the Argentines did not discover a single one of them, even though they almost stepped on them. However, for the SAS men, manning the hides was not a pleasant task. The hides were cold, wet and cramped, and trench foot became a problem. One man would remain on watch as the others tried to cook and get some sleep. It was only possible for them to stretch their legs at night and even then it was dangerous. Although they only had rations for fourteen days, one patrol lasted twenty-six days on Beagle Ridge overlooking Port Stanley. Another OP watching Bluff Cove held out for twenty-eight days.

Air reconnaissance discovered an airstrip and possibly a radar station on Pebble Island, just north of West Falkland. Argentine aircraft using this base could attack the amphibious force landing at San Carlos, so it had to be dealt with, but Falkland Islanders lived nearby so it could not be bombed from the air.

On 11 May, two four-man SAS patrols approached the island in Klepper canoes and made a reconnaissance of the area. Eleven aircraft were discovered and a small garrison housing 114 Argentineans, but no radar station. There were problems establishing an OP as there was very little cover.

On 14 May, the rest of D Squadron – another forty-five men – were flown in from HMS Hermes Sea King helicopters, landing 4 miles from the target. They had just thirty minutes to reach it. After a bombardment by their 81-mm mortar and naval gun fire had started the action, the Mountain Troop attacked the bunkers on each side of the airstrip, neutralizing them. Two seven-man groups then destroyed the aircraft with explosives, machine guns and hand-grenades. All eleven aircraft were damaged beyond repair. There was only one SAS casualty when a landmine blew one British soldier backwards and injured him slightly with shrapnel. The job done, helicopters extracted all the SAS men safely. It was a classic success, but there were problems ahead.

On 19 May, during a night cross-decking operation from HMS Hermes to HMS Intrepid, disaster struck when a Sea King helicopter dropped from an altitude of 400 feet into the freezing water of the South Atlantic. It is thought that an albatross flew into the engine intake. Eighteen SAS men from D and G Squadrons were killed, though ten men survived the crash. It was a severe blow for the Regiment as experienced soldiers had lost their lives. However, the Commanding Officer of 22 SAS, Lieutenant-Colonel Michael Rose, said at the time: “The Regiment has taken it well and are getting on with the fighting.” But he added that he would be happier when all his men were ashore and their lives were in their own hands.

Their next job was to stage a diversionary attack on East Falkland itself. D Squadron was inserted to simulate an attack on Darwin and Goose Green. After a twenty-hour approach they were to make a lot of noise by attacking the 1,200 Argentineans there with 81-mm mortars, machine guns and Milan missiles. The enemy returned sporadic fire but, thinking they were under fire from a much larger force, did not dare counterattack. Their attention was also diverted from other areas and the main British ground forces landed at San Carlos on 21 May, untroubled by the enemy.

G Squadron put an observation post on Mount Kent, a key strategic position overlooking the Falklands capital, Port Stanley. When they reported that the mountain was not manned by the Argentines, D Squadron moved 36 miles across enemy-held territory to seize it, holding the mountain against Argentine attack for almost a week until the Royal Marines arrived there in force.

To replace battle casualties, B Squadron was flown in from Britain. After a twelve-hour flight from Ascension Island, they joined the Royal Navy Task Force by parachuting into the Atlantic to be picked up by HMS Glamorgan.

On the night of 13 June, 2 Para were attacking Wireless Ridge. One of their companies was commanded by a former SAS officer. As the attack was in danger of getting bogged down, the SAS decided to help their old comrade out by launching an attack on an ammunition dump between the eastern edge of the ridge and Port Stanley. They planned to go in on board helicopters, but when the weather closed in this proved impossible. Instead they requisitioned four Royal Marine Rigid Raider assault craft, along with the coxswains, and launched an attack on Stanley itself, accompanied by three SBS teams.

The town was defended by around 8,000 Argentine soldiers, armed with armoured cars, anti-aircraft guns, and 155-mm and 105-mm artillery. The attacking force was just sixty men – three SAS troops and a six-man SBS section. However, they were supported by other SAS troops on the northern shore who descended from their positions on Murrell Heights to lay down machine-gun and Milan missile covering fire.

Thinking they were facing a full-scale amphibious assault the Argentine defenders – including those on Wireless Ridge – turned their fire on the raiders, who had to turn tail. Despite the withering fire, only three men were slightly wounded, though the Rigid Raiders were badly holed. Nevertheless, this took the pressure off the Paras on Wireless Ridge who quickly overcame the opposition.

This was the SAS’s last action in the Falklands, but not their last contribution. On 14 June, with a general ceasefire in place around Port Stanley, it was the SAS Commanding Officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Michael Rose, who helicoptered in to Port Stanley with a Spanish-speaking officer to broker peace. The Argentine commander, General Mario Menendez, offered to surrender the forces under his control on East Falklands, but he said that he could not speak for the garrison on West Falklands. This would have been acceptable to the commanders of the British Task Force as the Army were now down to six rounds per gun and were suffering other shortages. But Rose would not have it. A partial surrender, he said, was no surrender at all. He insisted that Menendez instruct all forces on the Falklands to lay down their arms. After two hours, Menendez gave way.

The following day, when Menendez and the commander of the British Land Forces, Major-General Jeremy Moore RM, signed the instrument of surrender, the SAS hoisted the Union Jack on Government House alongside their own regimental flag. The SAS had made a huge contribution to the victory in the Falklands, at a cost of twenty of its men.

Peterhead Prison, Scotland

In October 1987, the SAS were called on to deal with a problem nearer to home. This time they would need no guns. Prisoners at Peterhead Prison in Scotland had taken over the prison and had taken a prison officer hostage. He had to be rescued and the prison retaken. The SAS was the only unit at the time with the means to carry out such a mission.

The team pumped a mixture of smoke and tear gas into the building before an assault team went in, entering the building through a hole in the ceiling that the prisoners had made. As they would not be facing armed terrorist, the SAS would not be carrying guns. Instead of packing MP-5s, the SAS men were armed with long staves or batons. As the team emerged through the hole, they were greeted by a prisoner. A flash-bang disorientated him and he was quickly subdued. Then the team found the officer who had been taken hostage by the prisoners. They hurried him out of the building into the arms of more SAS men and order was restored.

As well as being a successful action on the ground, this was an extraordinary PR coup. It showed that the SAS were not just a bunch of action men. They could also employ good judgment and they did not always need guns to achieve success.

Overseas the SAS would see action again in the Gulf War, the Balkans, Sierre Leone, Afghanistan and Iraq.
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