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‘For I ain’t, you must know,’ said Betty, ‘much of a hand at reading writing-hand, though I can read my Bible and most print. And I do love a newspaper. You mightn’t think it, but Sloppy is a beautiful reader of a newspaper. He do the Police in different voices.’

Charles Dickens, Our Mutual Friend
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1956

Immediate Action Drill


1

Billy’s hand rested against the trunk of a tree.

The tree was damp.

He felt along the ridges of bark.

Damp. Warm.

He sniffed his fingers. They smelt of piss.

Human piss.

He looked down. At the base of the tree wet moss bubbled.

He turned to the men behind him. A four-man Reconnaissance Patrol. Tony Wardell, Ronnie Allen, Chin Ho, their SEP tracker, and himself. Billy Porter, Service Number 32265587. Acting Corporal, Section Leader. Lance Jack. Not bad for a conscript. Drafted into National Service straight from Youth Detention. 1st Battalion of the Queen’s Own Royal West Kent Regiment. Basic Training at Mill Hill and Canterbury. He found the discipline easy compared to borstal.

He caught the eyes of the rest of the patrol. Everybody froze.

He sniffed again. The sharp tang of urine cut through the funk of jungle humidity and he caught something else in his nostrils. A whiff of exhaled smoke. The unmistakable smell of Chinese cigarettes.

After Basic Training they were shipped out. Malaya. The Emergency. Anti-terrorist operations. Jungle bashing. Stationed at Kuala Kubu Bharu. Taken up-country in Whirlwind helicopters. Fighting Patrols secured rubber plantations and cut into the jungle to set up ambushes against Communist Terrorists. CT. The Charlie Toms. Bandits. Seek out and destroy. They were on a four-day op in the Selangor valley. The Assault Group had sent out Reconnaissance Patrols to track down a CT camp in the area, fanning out into the jungle like the fingers of a hand. A Recce Patrol was supposed to avoid contact with the enemy, seek information and report back to the main patrol. But they had to be ready for anything. Billy was Patrol Leader. He had to decide what to do.

He leaned up against the piss-stained tree and gently pulled a vine to one side to look beyond. Three bandits were sat in a clearing, sharing a cigarette. Their rifles in their laps, they talked in singsong voices. He turned to the rest of the patrol and gave hand signals. A thumbs-down sign meant CT. He then held up three fingers.

If they withdrew now their movement might alert the bandits. They were so bloody close. If they started firing they could disclose the presence of the whole Assault Force. He only had seconds to decide what to do.

He gave the sign for Immediate Ambush. A hand placed over his face.

Immediate Ambush. This drill is designed to deal with an ideal situation, when there is no problem in gaining the initiative but rather one of making the best use of such an initiative. It is a drill which depends on a very high standard of discipline and training – and the ideal circumstances. Given these factors the killing potential is extremely high.

He pointed to where the bandits were. Tony and Ronnie moved slowly and silently into position. Tony crouched low and brought his .303 up to his shoulder. The clearing where the bandits were resting gave them a good killing ground. Ronnie found a standing position, his Owen gun held against his hip. Billy unslung his Sten and slowly and quietly cocked it.

This method demands high standards of jungle craft and self-reliance which can only be achieved and maintained by training and rehearsal.

It was Chin Ho, the SEP, he was most worried about. He had stayed crouched behind the rest of the group, staring ahead. SEP meant Surrendered Enemy Personnel. Chin Ho had spent nearly fifteen years in the jungle and it had taken its toll. He’d fought the Japanese with the MPAJA until ’45, then the British with the Min Yuen until ’55, when he had taken amnesty and had been used to hunt down his former comrades. He was a broken man. SEPs often reacted badly during an encounter. There were even cases of them leading troops into ambushes.

An Immediate Ambush should be sited only on one side of the CT line of advance to avoid confusion.

Billy motioned for Chin Ho to lie flat and got into position himself.

The automatic and split-second reaction to a chance encounter must continually be practised again and again under different conditions of terrain and varying circumstances.

All three of them had acquired targets and were ready for Billy’s signal.

The Ambush should have depth.

They fired in concentrated bursts, spraying the whole clearing. The CT fell back in spasms as the bullets tore into them. Basic Jungle Warfare Course. Weapons Training. Classification Course Instructional. Shooting on the Classification Range, the Malayan Range, the Jungle Lane Range.

Good instruction and practice – the constant need for shooting practice cannot be overemphasised. If properly taught and coached on the Classification Range, a man will have learned to align quickly and to release the trigger steadily without dwelling on the aim.

They ceased firing. Gunshots echoed down the valley towards the Selangor river. The jungle clattered into startled life above them. They moved forward to check the bodies.

Brass everywhere. All the Patrol officers. The bodies were being searched. Identified. Recovered weapons and equipment lined up on display like a hunting bag. Chin Ho was jabbering away with the JCLO interpreter trying to keep up with him. Not sure if he could actually recognise any of the dead CT. Lots of pointing and crying hysterically. Jungle happy. A Special Branch Liaison Officer was supervising the identification of the dead CT. Everything would need to be collated for police records. The army, after all, were only assisting the civil authorities in their fight against insurgency. The ambush had occurred too far away from a landing zone for it to be feasible to evacuate the bodies by helicopter. So fingerprint kits were issued and an army photographer was on hand. Soldiers were detailed to clean the hands of the dead for fingerprinting. Others washed the faces of the bodies and brushed back their hair so that clear shots could be taken.

The rest stood about in groups talking. The officers in a huddle, assessing the situation. The commanders of the Assault Group and the Support Group in deep conversation. Billy stood near by. He’d already given the brass a short account of the engagement. He could hear the officers chattering away.

‘They really should have reported back, sir. I mean, this action’s rather given away our whole presence and position to the enemy.’

‘That is if there are any other bandits in the area.’

‘Well, we won’t know that now, will we, sir? They’ll be miles away by now.’

‘Look...’ It was the Company commander speaking. ‘We can’t afford to be dogmatic about operational conduct. We rely on junior leaders to make snap decisions. It’s what they’re trained for, for Christ’s sake. It’s what this whole bloody campaign depends on.’

‘I’m just concerned about discipline, sir.’

‘Well, morale is as important as discipline. They’ve bagged three bandits, for goodness’ sake. We don’t want the men to think that they’ve done something wrong, do we?’

The officers moved on. The Company commander patted Billy gently on the shoulder as he passed by.

‘Good hunting, Corporal,’ he said. ‘We’ll have a proper debriefing when we’re back at base.’

The whole unit was buzzing with the dull euphoria that comes after a kill. Billy stood on his own, looking up at the canopy of the rainforest. The jungle too chattered away. Throbbing with life. Every living thing fighting for the light above. He lit a cigarette. His hand was shaking but his head was calm. Wonderfully calm.
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Before the soccer thousands arrive...


‘CLEAN UP’ FOR WORLD CUP

Drive on London ‘clip joints’

An intensive police ‘clean-up’ is being made of London’s West End ready for the thousands of World Cup visitors who will begin pouring in this month.

A special 12-strong squad of detectives working at night with their own radio cars has been visiting ‘clip joints’ and coffee bars in Soho and Mayfair for the past two weeks.

Scotland Yard CID chiefs have approved the plan of Det.-Supt Ferguson Walker, West End CID chief, to organise a drive against confidence tricksters waiting to fleece the thousands of foreigners looking for a good time in the West End between World Cup matches.

Fruit juice

The 12 detectives, led by Detective Chief Inspector Leonard Read, one of the West End’s two deputy CID chiefs, are to be reinforced as visitors begin to arrive for the first World Cup match between England and Uruguay at Wembley on 11 July.

The squad, operating between 9 p.m. and the early hours of the morning, has visited more than 20 one-room ‘clip joints’ where visitors are lured in – sometimes to one drink, usually a harmless concoction or a glass of fruit juice – and then asked for money on the false promise that they will be introduced to a girl.

The detectives have taken lists of names and addresses of girls working in these one-room ‘clubs’ and made inquiries to establish their ownership. At least one has closed following police inquiries, but detectives have learned of others planning to open.

Powerless

Frequent complaints from people who have paid sums of money, usually £5 to £20, or handed over ‘tips’ on the promise that the girls will meet them after the club closes, have generally left detectives at West End Central police station powerless to prosecute for obtaining money with false pretences.

The complainant usually is not prepared to lay a formal complaint or give evidence in court, and many of those who have gone to the police for help after handing over money are usually leaving London within a short time and cannot stay to give evidence.
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