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PROLOGUE

Sky Men

I was fresh from university, Sandhurst, selection and the parachute course. My red beret was still a trophy as I stood waiting for my transport in the foyer at Belfast airport in the late spring of 1973. A ‘Pig’ armoured vehicle pulled up and an enormously thickset Parachute Regiment colour sergeant dismounted and motioned me across. His flak-jacket appeared to double his massive physique and at his hip hung a .45 pistol, not service issue, more like war contraband. The colour sergeant and escort looked me up and down with unabashed curiosity; the new sprog commanding officer had arrived for his first tour in Northern Ireland. ‘Hello, sir,’ he said in a barely intelligible Glaswegian accent. ‘Ye’d better get yirsel’ inside – ah heer ye’re pretty deadly wiv a pen!’

The issue watch I was offered was still smeared with gristle and bloodstains from the sergeant major who had been blown up the week before I arrived. I declined, pointing out that it did not work, frozen in time at the instant he had died.

Before the afternoon was over I had been caught, shielded by a vehicle, in the blast of a massive car bomb. I quickly discovered the loneliness of command when asking one of my corporals the best way to set up a bomb cordon. ‘You’re the boss,’ he responded, ‘you tell me.’ Yet when I directed my soldiers to their tasks I found they appeared to be executing the commands before I had even got the words out of my mouth. The colour sergeant took me under his wing and proceeded to patiently teach me all the things they never taught you at Sandhurst, and has remained forever in my memory.

Acceptance by my men was automatic. It was understood as a result of passing Pre-Parachute Selection Company – P Company – and jumping on the parachute course that, as an officer, I had to be better, fitter, wiser and the equal of them all. In any other department. And they were Sky Men, the finest soldiers in the world.

Nobody liked parachuting but everybody had to do it. Nearly all of it was from low-level, mass parachute descents and mostly by night. Soldiers controlled their air-sickness vomiting just before the jump, wiped their faces clean, attached huge parachute packs to their harnesses, hooked up and jumped out. The experience created an intangible bond, an airborne spirit that transcended all ranks.

Shortly after my first operational tour in Northern Ireland I was sent to Germany alone to conduct an exchange German parachute course with the Bundeswehr. Despite the language difference, communication was never a problem: being a paratrooper translated to immediate acceptance. This ease of contact overcame many difficulties when working as a staff officer later in my career and on active service with foreign armies in the first Gulf War and Bosnia. Foreign airborne officers would readily approach, offer help, and wish to share experiences and then, without further ado, invite a total stranger into their homes.

I had a complete ‘Roman candle’ parachute failure, sometimes called a ‘bundle of washing’, jumping with the German Fallschirmjäger, and was saved in the nick of time by operating my reserve parachute. My host’s response was to offer to mount the emergency handle I had pulled on a commemorative plinth. I declined but sentimentally kept the handle. In the course of my career I was to meet parachutists from all nations, from Europe and America to the Middle East and Africa. Everywhere I served the airborne brotherhood was a uniting bond.

Sierra Leone, 10 September 2000

Condemned men tend to sleep fitfully. This was the case for Major Alan Marshall and five other hostages from the Royal Irish Regiment, enduring their seventeenth day of captivity in a stand-off hostage crisis in Sierra Leone. Curled up on the earthen floor of a dilapidated concrete building, Marshall ached from beatings. There had been mock-executions. The paranoid character of his so-called West Side Boys captors suggested the next play-acting might well be their last. Above the nocturnal jungle insect sounds he could just detect the thump, thump, thump of distant helicopter blades. If there was ever to be a rescue it would be now, at dawn. The hostages were being held together in a single room in the same building. Instinctively Marshall knew the moment they both savoured and dreaded had arrived and scrambled about on his hands and knees urgently waking the others.

The Occra Hills where they were being held appeared a tropical paradise. They were surrounded by lush green thickets, palm trees and deciduous trees near a deserted palm oil plantation in the small hamlet of Gberi Bana on the banks of the Rokel Creek. This flowed westward, swollen by the wet season, joining the muddy Sierra Leone River before Freetown. It was humid but still relatively cool in the pre-light of dawn. Marshall suspected their survival prospects were slim. There were about 150 West Side Boys militia in their encampment and another 100 in the small settlement of Magbenny, further west on the other side of the 250 yard wide fast-running river. He had noticed the four-ton Bedford lorry with its twin 14.5mm heavy Russian AA guns mounted on the back and ‘technicals’, four-wheel drive pick-up trucks with heavy machine guns. Marshall ruefully recalled they had given up a .50 Browning mounted on one of their two captured Land Rovers.

The camps were mutually supporting and boxed in on three sides by thick jungle, too dense for a ground advance in large numbers. Submerged sand-banks precluded a river approach, so their rescuers would have to arrive by air. They would have to penetrate scores of fighters before they could even attempt a rescue. Only a swift blow directed concurrently against both camps could hope to succeed. This was asking a lot. Special Forces would be required for a mission of this type and Marshall appreciated the numbers needed to match these odds were unlikely to be in theatre or even arrive without his captors finding out. Nevertheless, the approaching throb gave some indication of hope. He did not know that Special Air Service (SAS) four-man observation teams were already creeping into position 50 metres from his building.

Four months before, rebel forces had nearly captured Freetown and UN forces were in disarray. The unexpected arrival of British paratroopers had restored the situation but only 250 trainers and 70 advisors remained behind. Militias like the West Side Boys were encroaching on a potential power vacuum which their easy seizure of British soldiers appeared to demonstrate. The 24-year-old self-styled ‘Brigadier’ Foday Kallay had taken 11 British soldiers and deigned to release only five. He miscalculated that hostage dramas, with their insinuation of political and military failure, were one of the few crises that guarantee responses from traditionally docile liberal western democracies. Kallay’s actions could not be ignored.

One hostage was separated from the rest and this was Marshall’s Sierra Leone Army guide, Corporal Musa Bangura. Having served with some of the West Side Boys before the last army mutiny, he alone appreciated how vulnerable Marshall’s patrol had become when they turned off the main road to enter the Occra Hills. ‘As we drove further and further the tension started building up in me and I said, this area is infested with the West Side Boys,’ he recalled. ‘They will not take it lightly if they happen to see us.’ They did not and Bangura had been severely beaten, humiliated and tortured for 17 days. Recognition brought singularly vicious treatment. He spent the best part of his day in a five-metre square stinking cess-pit enclosed by a lattice trap-door. As he lay injured within his tormentors took extraordinary delight in ceremoniously urinating over him and flinging the contents of night-time chamber pots inside.

Bangura lived with his demons amid the stench, anticipating limb amputation and death as simply a matter of time. ‘They thought if they carry out amputation, civilians will support them,’ he later explained. ‘They will fear them, and if they fear them, then they definitely have to support them.’ Bangura was currently outside the pit, bound alongside Kallay’s hut, near the British hostages, on probably his last night. He too heard the throb of approaching helicopters. Hope was tinged with fear as he pondered his survival prospects.

The West Side Boys were formed from a bunch of mutinous soldiers in 1997 and joined by criminals, women and pressed boy soldiers. Sporting garishly coloured clothes, they were well armed with British SLRs, AK-47s, mortars and heavy machine guns. They were dangerous and unpredictable, emotionally fuelled by heroin, cocaine and alcohol. Bizarre titles and exotic names like ‘Savage’, ‘Bomb-blast’ and ‘Turkish’ carried considerable weight in the surreal conditions that reigned within failed African states, where murder, rape, torture and mutilation were common. ‘When I had drunk alcohol I got extra courage to do anything the commanders told me to do,’ admitted 23-year-old Turkish, a West Side Boy. ‘Some of the men smoked heroin, but me, I just smoked marijuana, because it was wartime.’ Brigadier Kallay had recently executed 27 disenchanted followers. The ease with which the British had been kidnapped and the control he had exercised over subsequent meetings led Kallay to regard the British with the same contempt previously reserved for ineffective UN soldiers.

Normal routine was to party the afternoon away on drink and drugs to the accompaniment of loud gangster rap. Some wore articles of female clothing, including wigs. Cross-dressing was designed to intimidate their foes because an aggressive man wearing a summer frock or pastel-coloured housecoat over military fatigues is a grotesque sight. Regional superstition held that soldiers can ‘confuse the enemy’s bullets’ by assuming two simultaneous identities. Musa Bangura knew he had not long to live and was scared. The roar of helicopters soared above the nocturnal jungle activity and set birds to flight. ‘The sound of the helicopter motors kept coming,’ Bangura recalled, ‘kept coming.’

The two Lynx AH-7 helicopters and three CH-47 Chinooks combined at the mouth of Rokel Creek and powered along the fast-flowing river line to the east. Inside two of the Chinooks was the equivalent of a squadron of SAS troopers divided into six-man fire teams and a hostage rescue group. The third Chinook carried two platoons from A Company, the Parachute Regiment. The force numbered about 120 men in all with likely a further 60 for a second wave. One SAS participant likened the approaching two-pronged air assault to that of a special forces ‘stiletto’ and a paratrooper ‘sledgehammer’. The first was to administer the precise insertion required to rescue the hostages at Geberry Bana, while the second would defeat the opposition’s heavy fire power with an air-mobile assault at Magbenny. It was an unequal conflict with initial odds of just under three to one against the rescuers. The force multiplier for the British would be Lynx helicopter fire suppression and the speed, aggression and shock of the attack.

Captain Danny Matthews, a parachute officer with the third Chinook, was not complacent. ‘We were dealing with intelligence updates which were quite an eye-bleed in terms of the numbers we were dealing with, potentially, and the types of kit and equipment they had,’ he recalled. ‘You knew it was the real thing from the off and were very worried,’ confirmed Private Julian Sheard in the same helicopter. ‘You are worried for your own safety of course, but you are more worried about letting the team down.’ The average age of the paratroopers was about 19 to 20, not dissimilar to that of the boy soldiers high on drugs they were about to attack.

Sitting opposite each other in the subdued red light within the low-flying Chinooks, the paratroopers reflected on the coming action. ‘I did not expect something like this quite so early on,’ recalled 19-year-old Julian Sheard, who had barely arrived in the battalion as a newly trained recruit. ‘I had not really settled in, I hadn’t even got my kit for the jumps course fully sorted out.’ There was no special selection for this mission. A Company was simply chosen for the task. They were elite soldiers and regarded themselves as such and it did not matter how recently they had arrived. ‘If you’re good enough to join the battalion you’re good enough to go on ops,’ declared one paratrooper veteran. Sheard, like a number of the others was not aware he was going on an operation until their mobile phones were taken away at their South Cernay departure point ten days before. Major Matthew Lowe, the Company Commander, had lined them up and announced they were not going on exercise but on an operational deployment.

They had taken off at 0615 in the dark. ‘You are excited, the adrenalin kicks in, you are going to battle,’ remembered Captain Danny Matthews. Common to all soldiers at this stage is the thought that if I am to be killed, make it quick, but please let me not be crippled or let my mates down. Captain Liam Cradden, another paratrooper, admitted, ‘I can safely say that I have never been as frightened.’ This was a risky operation with an uncertain outcome. Cradden ‘was very frightened the night before, during deployment, and again when you see the casualties and injuries’. The twin 14.5mm guns at Magbenny represented a serious threat. ‘You feel quite vulnerable as an infantry soldier, you want to get off the helicopter onto the ground,’ remembered Matthews. ‘You don’t want the helicopter to be taken out.’

The helicopters flew the line of Rokel Creek at treetop level to deaden the sound of their approach. At 0635 the paratrooper Chinook swerved off to the right to swoop down just to the south-east of Magbenny village. The two lead Chinooks swept into Gberi Bana. One hovered over a clearing next to the hostage house while the other came down over the football pitch 200 metres further north. The first bursts of machine gun fire and rocket blasts from the Lynx shattered the pre-dawn jungle stillness.

Gberi Bana was a dispersed hamlet of 27 ramshackle buildings most of which were 50 to 100 metres from the river bank. The essence of the stiletto SAS assault was speed, precision and violence. Drug and alcohol-befuddled fighters had one minute to distinguish the helicopter beat was real and a further minute to get moving before the machines were upon them. The first shocking realisation for many was when helicopter down-draughts snatched the rusty corrugated roofing from shacks and sent it clattering and tumbling on top of the dazed occupants. Musa Bangura was immediately buried under the debris of the collapsed roof from Kallay’s bungalow.

Mayhem reigned as fighters came running up clutching RPGs. Lynx helicopters were rocketing and strafing identified heavy weapon locations. ‘Corporal Blood’ later admitted, ‘We never experienced anything like this.’ They saw shadowy shapes dropping beneath the helicopters. Mohamed Kamara, another West Side Boy, thought they were bombs until he realised they were fast-roping soldiers. Ropes dangling down had as many as three men on each, slipping down with only leather gloves to arrest their fall. When they landed they immediately began to shoot down the fighters milling around. Turkish ‘felt bad’, precisely the aim sought by the attackers, and was convinced ‘I would die during this operation’. Saving their own lives was more important than finishing off the hostages and many bolted for the security of the surrounding jungle.

‘We saw the soldiers coming down to the ground,’ Corporal Blood described. ‘I fired my RPG two times, but both times the helicopter balanced and I missed.’ A combination of flustered reactions by the opposition and expert jinxing by the pilot avoided catastrophe. Self-styled Brigadier Kallay knew the game was up: ‘I was scared because I knew the British must have come with heavy weapons and back-up to destroy me.’ He ordered the hostages to be killed and then hid under his bed.

Within two minutes the stiletto attack had been slid into the vitals of Kallay’s encampment. Six-man SAS fire teams fanned out to deliver the mortal twist as the hostage rescue team sprinted to the hut. Stop-watch rehearsals had identified the crucial importance of charting the precise time lapses of each action required to achieve the objective. The West Side Boys had about 60 seconds to react and the SAS had calculated a 20-second sprint to reach the target. Ahead of them the executioners ran to complete their mission.

The hostage house had been precisely identified and even now was covered by the four-man close observation teams, who had yet to break cover. They had infiltrated the jungle surround five days before. Each fighter who appeared anywhere near the house was put down with a double-tap of gunfire, one round to the head and chest. The six-man fire teams rapidly cleared their allotted zones, engaging the enemy firing from houses by shooting through the walls with armour-piercing rounds. They quickly consolidated, settling down to a pre-planned synchronisation of interlocking arcs of fire to await developments as the West Side Boys began to reorganise in the jungle.

The Lynx helicopters meanwhile were pounding the suspected heavy weapons locations at Magbenny, a line of 29 dilapidated buildings resembling an abandoned training village on the opposite bank of the Rokel Creek. ‘The helicopters were almost on the water,’ observed an amazed Mohammed Kamara. ‘They fired again and again until there was no more shooting.’ In all airborne operations, there is a fine dividing line between success and failure. Always expect the unexpected is the airborne soldier’s maxim. When the Chinook hovered over its identified site to the south-east of the village the first paratroopers stepping off the rear ramp disappeared up to their shoulders in swamp water. ‘It was almost chaos when we first got off, people were under water and it wasn’t what was expected on the ground,’ remembered a perplexed Captain Danny Matthews. ‘I was amazed at the time that no one drowned.’ The paratroopers had to wade some 450 yards up to their necks and shoulders in water to reach the village even as enemy fire was cracking and whining all around. ‘It looked like grass,’ recalled Julian Sheard. ‘You jumped out, expecting ground to be there and then we were in very deep water. We had to slog through the water as fast as we could in order to get into the battle.’

Matthew Lowe, the company commander, was required to coordinate a two-wave insertion, relying on another Chinook to reinforce his first landing. Each of the houses had been denoted by a letter from the phonetic alphabet and he intended to roll up its linear configuration from west to east. His oversight was a key factor to ensure success but Lowe was among the first to go down, demonstrating how few plans survive the crossing of the start line.

‘There was a massive explosion, then you obviously hear the cries and screams,’ Matthews recalled. ‘I saw the OC go down and he called my name.’ Lowe was severely injured by shrapnel in his lower leg and ordered Matthews to take command, find the lead platoon commander and get him to push on. ‘Two paces later I discovered that he was lying to the right of the OC and was also injured.’ Coping with the unexpected formed an integral part of their training. Matthews reached the lead platoon sergeant, who asked, ‘Where’s my boss?’ ‘I told him he was the boss. He said: ‘Where’s the OC?’ and I said, ‘I’m the OC, let’s push on.’

The young Sheard lost his section corporal and another man from his six-man group soon after landing but ‘had to leave the casualties there’. They had to push on. ‘We had to get our job done.’ Matthews explained, ‘I had to ensure we were not going to lose momentum’, but the corporal section commanders were already fighting the advance forward. ‘That was where the young NCOs were fantastic and that is where they really started gripping people,’ recalled a company soldier. ‘As we eventually broke into the village, there was a massive amount of fire,’ declared Matthews, ‘a lot of it very inaccurate, to be honest.’ This enabled Matthews to begin directing the swing of the sledgehammer.

The West Side Boys fought back fiercely on both sides of the river, much of it psychologically fuelled by voodoo. ‘I know men who went through a ceremony for protection,’ explained Turkish. ‘Even I had that ceremony, they washed me with native medicine.’ They were convinced the ritual would enable bullets to run off like rainwater. ‘From then on, bullets will never touch me,’ Turkish believed. Moreover, as Jason Burke, a veteran Observer newspaper reporter, asserted: ‘These kids have grown up fighting and killing and committing atrocities. They also don’t understand the rules. No one has ever told them that war is not like a Rambo video, about how soldiers should behave, when to be scared, so they just stand there and blast away.’

Surrender was not an easy concept for militias in Sierra Leone. Prisoners were inevitably killed but not before humiliation and torture was applied. The West Side Boys counter-attacked.

‘We took a lot of the front elements by surprise,’ recalled Mathews, clearing Magbenny village. ‘They were bewildered by the sheer speed, the aggression and the numbers that overwhelmed them so early on and so quickly.’ The militias were unused to an equally merciless but highly mobile and proficient foe. Smoke lingered among the trees and undergrowth as the methodical clearance continued. ‘When I heard the screams of the injured people and the explosion, the screams went right through you,’ recalled Julian Sheard, ‘but you just had to ignore it and get on with it.’ Progress was marked by smoke, cries, the dull thud of grenades and then a crescendo of automatic fire as each resistance point was overcome, leaving bullet-scarred cornices and walls. It was difficult to see inside the dark mildew-stained windowless houses. ‘This is the first fire fight I have been in where rounds were coming my way,’ recalled Corporal Dawes. ‘It was scary.’

Within 30 minutes of the attacks a Chinook had taken off from Geberry Bana with the traumatised hostages, including the badly beaten Musa Bangura, found beneath Kallay’s roof. Kallay was discovered still cowering under his bed. The sledgehammer in Magbenny needed another three hours of swinging before it was all over. Groups of West Side Boy prisoners were laid face down in lines, amid piles of captured weapons, their hands plasti-cuffed behind their backs. ‘Many corpses and wounded people were lying on the ground moaning,’ remembered one West Side Boy. ‘One commander was standing and his friend was trying to remove a fragment from his shoulder.’ By 1100 the helicopters had disappeared and the deserted compounds resumed their sauna-like humidity.

Ten per cent of the Sky Men were wounded and one killed and 27 West Side Boys counted dead. Some two dozen corpses were seen floating down the Rokel Creek days after the attack. They had been stunned by the violence and speed of the assault and some 300 emerged from the jungle in succeeding days to surrender to the UN. Stories about the fighting prowess of the British, who took no nonsense and shot back, began to circulate among the militias. One West Side NCO who changed sides and reported for training with the Sierra Leone Army was asked by his British trainer, ‘How did you find the SAS?’ Perplexed, he replied, ‘The SAS found us.’



Operation Barras was the first air-mobile assault conducted by the British Army in the new millennium. It demonstrated two capabilities that were identified for Sky Men from their very inception in the early 1930s: lethal precision and the sledgehammer blow.

There is a plethora of coffee-table books on the airborne, filled with stories of derring-do, but little about the men themselves. Very few histories have attempted to distil this human perspective from an international viewpoint and tell the story of the soldiers who go to war on the ground but arrive from the air. Trying to encapsulate who these men are is the purpose of this book.





1

THE LOCUST WARRIORS

From Guardian Angel to instrument of war

Part of the human psychological condition is a fear of falling. People jerk awake plunging through space in falling dreams just before hitting the ground. Early primates living in trees perished if they fell from their protective branch cradles among predators below. Sudden drops in altitude on modern airliners induce a stomach-churning chill. Man has longed to soar free as a bird, fascinated by the mystery of flight, closer to the gods he worshipped, but fearful of a fall. Icarus in the Greek myth abandoned caution and, despite warnings from Daedelus his father, flew too near the sun. Wax holding his wings together melted and he plunged into the sea below.

In 1483 Leonardo da Vinci sketched a human figure hanging on by his arms beneath a cone-shaped construction. Alongside the drawing a note read: ‘If a man is provided with a length of gummed linen cloth with a length of 12 yards on each side and 12 yards high, he can jump from any great height whatsoever, without injury.’ There appeared little attraction in doing this apart from the thrill of controlled fall because man did not fly. The contraption of wooden poles, ropes and canvas needed for such a device with fifteenth-century materials would have weighed 187lbs, hardly portable by a single man.

Five hundred years later on 17 July 2000 a 38-year-old skydiver from London tested Leonardo’s aerodynamic design by jumping it from a hot air balloon at 7,000 feet. ‘All the experts agreed it wouldn’t work,’ claimed Adrian Nicholas. ‘It would tip over or fall apart or spin around and make you sick – but Leonardo was right all along.’ Overflown by helicopters and accompanied by two traditional parachutists, Adrian Nicholas was hoisted 10,000 feet over Mpumalanga, South Africa, on a beautifully clear winter’s day. The balloon dipped briefly to fill the parachute with air before the contraption floated free. The 70 square foot prototype made such a smooth and slow descent that the two accompanying parachutists had to brake to stay level. None of the dips or oscillation associated with modern parachutes were apparent. The photographer Heathcliff O’Malley covered the drop from a helicopter: ‘It was amazing, really beautiful. But none of us knew if it would fold up and Adrian would plummet to earth . . . It works, and everyone thought it wouldn’t.’

‘The whole experience was incredibly moving, like one of those great English Boy’s Own adventures,’ explained Adrian Nicholas. He experienced the same emotions that characterise early parachute pioneer accounts. ‘I had a feeling of gentle elation and celebration,’ he recalled. This was the supreme thrill, floating like a balloon. ‘I was able to stare out at the river below, with the wind rattling through my ears. As I landed, I thanked Leonardo for a wonderful ride.’

He cut away from the contraption and deployed his own free-fall parachute for the landing. The da Vinci ’chute floated down and sustained only minor damage on impact. ‘It took one of the greatest minds who ever lived to design it,’ commented Nicholas after the event, ‘but it took 500 years to find a man with a brain small enough to actually go and fly it.’

Despite technical refinements, the unexpected can still occur with modern parachutes. Icarus paid a penalty for flying too near the sun; Adrian Nicholas was tragically killed in a skydiving accident five years later.

Leonardo da Vinci’s concept could never be trialled before the maiden flight of the first hot air balloon, which occurred over Paris on 21 November 1783. American scholar-scientist Benjamin Franklin, who witnessed the event, visualised some military potential. ‘Five thousand balloons, capable of raising two men each, could not cost more than five ships of the line,’ he calculated, declaring two months later: ‘Where is the Prince who can so afford to cover his country with troops for its defence, as that 10,000 men descending from the clouds might not in many places do an infinite deal of mischief before a force could be brought together to repel them?’

This remained fantasy until in October 1797 André-Jacques Garnerin made the first recorded human parachute descent from a balloon. Not until the advent of controlled flight at the beginning of the twentieth century was a silk parachute developed that could be stowed in a small bag fastened to a balloon or aircraft and pulled out by the bodyweight of a jumper. Garnerin combined two words to describe his contraption: parer, to avoid or ward off and chute, a fall. Descending devices were initially called ‘fall-breakers’ and later ‘parachutes’.

In 1914 the American Charles Broadwick jumped the first static-line parachute. This so-called ‘parachute coat’ had the parachute packed inside a canvas backpack, sewn onto a sleeveless coat-like garment worn by the jumper. A line fixed to an aircraft strongpoint pulled the parachute out of the bag, should the pilot have to exit the aircraft in extremis. On the eve of the First World War the parachute was seen as a life-saver and for some time that was viewed as its sole utility, rather than as an instrument that might be used in war. Although Broadwick had demonstrated his device to a military audience, there was no interest whatsoever.

All along the Western Front at the end of 1915 the silent sinister shapes of tethered observation balloons could be seen directing artillery fire onto opposing trenches. Warfare accelerated technological development. As more durable and faster aircraft began to fly, they started to shoot at each other, at first with pistols and shot guns before gravitating to swivel-mounted machine guns. Anthony Fokker fitted an interrupter gear in 1915, enabling him to fire a machine gun through his propeller blades. Technological superiority swung like a pendulum between both sides. By ‘Bloody April’ in 1917 the average life expectancy of a British Royal Flying Corps pilot on the Western Front was eight days. They had no parachutes. Fitting a ‘Guardian Angel’ parachute to a British DH-4 bi-plane reduced its speed by 3 mph and its rate of climb by 50 feet per second, an unacceptable impediment.

German balloon crews, by contrast, stowed parachutes in canvas pouches above their heads beyond the edge of the wicker basket. ‘Balloon-busting’ pilots were always prepared to risk intense machine gun fire and flak to get at their tethered victims. One German observer recalled: ‘One must never allow oneself to be disturbed by the thought that, if his balloon were set on fire above him, he would only have a few seconds in which to make his leap for safety with his parachute.’ They could not see enough to make a judgment, relying on the ground officer to make the call to jump. Too long a delay could result in the parachutist being engulfed by the falling mass of blazing balloons set on fire by tracer. ‘When the order came through the telephone,’ remarked the observer, ‘he had to jump from his basket into the depths below without a second’s hesitation.’

Leutnant Ernst Struck, directing artillery fire from his tied balloon on the eastern Galician front, recalled ‘a sudden crackling and howling, and then a wild shriek beneath as an aircraft shot at us – and how he fired!’ A second aeroplane flashed past as Struck frantically called through the telephone to be wound down: ‘Good grief – again! The chap was coming directly against the balloon. “Get us down! ” I shrieked into the phone.’ With a jerk the cable started to wind down, but it was too late. He saw the pilot holding fire so as not to hit his own propeller and then the swivel machine gun began winking at him once he was past. ‘Tracer flashed by under the basket.’ They were at 950 metres. ‘Over the side,’ he called to his NCO observer as he closed his eyes and baled out. ‘At first everything was dark, then the glimpses of green and blue sky before the eyes. There was a rush and fluttering and then – bump – a halt! The parachute opened cleanly! I had a feeling I was simply hanging without falling. I glanced quickly about and then looked under. Swinging below was a white thing, yes, that was my NCO. Thank goodness his parachute had also developed.’

One British balloon officer, Stephen Wilkinson, recalled that a jump ‘required no small amount of nerve to make the effort’, even under attack. ‘When the actual moment arrived and the jumper looked down to earth about 2,000 feet below there were many cases of wind-up.’ This was usually resolved by an urgent shove from the remaining fearful occupant, sent reeling by the after effect, a ‘rather alarming’ shift of balance in the small basket. ‘Even then his troubles were not over,’ recalled a German balloon observer: ‘The attacking aeroplane would direct a furious fire against the defenceless man hanging from the parachute and blazing tracer bullets would leap at him. Only extraordinary will-power, self control, strong nerves, and a stout heart enabled him to stand the strain; and to go up again after his descent!’

An estimated 800 to 900 balloon observers saved their lives parachuting from burning or disabled balloons during the First World War. The Guardian Angel was aptly named, but this man-carried system, like the Mears Parachute and an AEF America-designed model, were not available to flyers until the end of the war. German pilots flew with the Heinecke parachute from May 1918.

‘I was agreeably surprised to see my first burst had set fire to the Hun’s fuel tank and that the machine was doomed,’ recalled US Captain Eddie Rickenbacker in the final months of the war. He was surprised and ‘almost equally gratified the next second to see the German pilot level off his blazing machine and with a sudden leap overboard into space let the Fokker slide safely away without him. Attached to his back and sides was a rope which immediately pulled a dainty parachute from the bottom of his seat. The umbrella opened within a fifty foot drop and lowered him gradually to earth within his own lines.’

Rickenbacker considered, ‘I truly wished him all the luck in the world. It is not a pleasure to see a burning aeroplane descending to earth bearing with it a human being.’ But he was still frustrated. ‘Why the Huns had all these human contrivances and why our own country could not at least copy them to save American lives,’ was anathema to him.

In mid-1918 an old Savoia-Pomlio SP4 bi-plane piloted by two British fliers, Lieutenant Colonel W. Barker and Captain William Wedgwood Benn, flew over the Piave River in darkness. Fixed searchlight beams guided them toward the approaching Austrian lines. Nervously sitting in the back with a brave face was Italian agent Alessandro Tandura, attached to a black-canopy Guardian Angel parachute fixed to an iron frame beneath the undercarriage. To drop accurately on targets in total darkness, Wedgwood Benn explained: ‘We arranged that the agent should sit in a cockpit on a trap-door hinged at the sides and opening in the middle. This floor was held in place by bolts controlled by a rope connected with the observer’s seat. The result was that it was the observer who decided when the bolt was to be drawn and the agent, waiting presumably with some qualms, at the right moment found himself suddenly with nothing under him and thus launched into the future.’

Several attempts with dummies had taken place and the uneasy Tandura was instructed to fold his arms on nearing the objective. His predicament was closely akin to the hangman’s drop. Wedgwood Benn dryly added: ‘with little required of the agent other than exceptional fortitude, it was not thought necessary to train him in the art of parachuting.’ Two hand-dropped bombs were lobbed out to aid deception. Barker, piloting the aircraft, gave the signal and slowed to stalling speed, while Wedgwood Benn jerked the trap-door handle: ‘I pull, and wait. No jerk, no apparent result. The bolts have stuck! I pull again. The wire slacks with a rush, the machine shivers and resumes its course. For good or ill, Tandura is gone.’

Tandura survived the experience and successfully completed his mission. Two other agents, Nicolso and Barnaba, were also dropped behind Austrian lines with a consignment of carrier pigeons on the same sector of the Italian Piavre front. Other nations independently followed suit. French officer Lieutenant Evrard jumped with two others over the German-occupied Ardennes forest region with explosives and radio equipment that same summer. They were back behind their own lines within a week after blowing up a road. German air-landed agents were dropped off in 1916 when Leutnant Kossel flew across Russian lines near Rowno with Oberfeldwebel (senior sergeant) Windisch. They successfully sabotaged a Russian railway line 50 miles behind the front and then their aircraft returned to pick them up.

The parachute had only a limited military utility in 1918, either as a life-preserver or for delivering agents behind lines for clandestine operations. Colonel Billy Mitchell, the 39-year-old head of America’s Air Service in Europe, offered a totally new perspective on 17 October 1918 when he briefed the American Supreme Commander General John Pershing on an imaginative vertical envelopment by parachutists to capture Metz. He argued the 1st (US) Division could be deployed in the following way: ‘We should arm the men with a great number of machine guns and train them to go over the front in our large aeroplanes, which can carry 10 or 15 of these soldiers. We could equip each man with a parachute, so that when we desired to make a rear attack on the enemy, we could carry these men over the lines and drop them off in parachutes behind the enemy position.’

After forming a strongpoint in the rear and blocking approach routes they would be supplied by air and protected by close combat air support. Once the enemy was disorganised a general offensive would be mounted on the front. He proposed the operation should be launched in the spring of 1919. Mitchell had already employed mass 200-bomber air raids. Converted Handley Page bombers would be used, but 2,000 would be needed for this and some would have to air-land. Nobody, however, was yet parachute-trained and neither did an organisation exist to launch such a specialised airborne force.

His staff assistant Major Lewis Brereton was ordered to produce a workable plan. There was no headquarters capable of assembling and flying such an air transport fleet. How would ammunition and rations be re-supplied to the assaulting troops? The experience needed to direct the complex assembly and tactical handling of so many aircraft and dispersed troop landings was unavailable. There were not even enough army radios to control it. The idea was not so far removed from Benjamin Franklin’s fantastic idea of launching 10,000 troops from 5,000 hot air balloons.

Pershing not surprisingly rejected the idea, and 25 days later the war ended.

From stunt men to Locust Warriors

Jumping from a stricken aircraft in an emergency requires the parachute jumper to be well clear. Circus performers had devised stratagems to achieve this. Leslie Irvin, an American parachute designer and circus high diver since the age of 16, introduced a totally new concept to parachuting. His ‘free-fall’ type parachute was not automatic, but was opened by the parachutist pulling a rip-cord at a time of his own choosing. In early 1919 he demonstrated the device at McCook Field in Ohio as part of a US Air Service scheme designed to pick a standard pilot parachute.

Ignorance often acted as a brake on early parachute innovations. It was thought the wind force during a long fall would pin a jumper’s arms to his body and prevent him pulling the rip-cord. Others felt that psychic paralysis might set in through fear of falling alone and the jumper would be incapable of rational action. ‘Sky High’ Irvin’s circus experience suggested otherwise.

On 28 April 1919, Floyd Smith flew his DH-9 aircraft at 1,500 feet above McCook Field airfield and remembered Irvin ‘climbed over the cockpit and sat on the edge with his legs hanging down and tried to leap-frog off – instead he tumbled over and over’. First World War veteran fighter pilot Major E.L. Hoffman, coordinating the trial, watched open-mouthed below with his board members. ‘For God’s sake, why doesn’t he open his parachute!’ he appealed. A small drogue ’chute popped out and dragged out the main canopy. Floyd Smith watching from above saw: ‘The ’chute opened almost immediately, in 1.4 seconds to be exact. His descent was steady, there was practically no oscillation. The demonstration of the ’chute was almost tame.’ Irvin broke his ankle on landing but secured the US Air Service contract. It was generally acknowledged throughout the aviation world that this model, which was to remain in service for the next 50 years, represented the ultimate in parachute design.

British resistance to providing its wartime flyers with parachutes had been based on the cynical premise that they would encourage pilots to bale out at the first sign of trouble. Official prevarication was relaxed in August 1918 and the order given to fit aeroplanes with parachutes, but the signing of the Armistice stopped the process. Irvin’s American parachute was adopted for use by the Royal Air Force after 1919, but few knew how to use it.

John Corlett recalled the early parachute courses conducted at RAF Henlow in the mid-1920s. RAF parachute packers were ‘invited’ to test their newly acquired skills by jumping the very ’chutes they had packed. ‘Nah don’t fergit, it’s all quite volunt’ry,’ he recalled his flight sergeant instructor explaining. ‘Anyone ’oo’s too windy to ’ave a go ’as only gotter come an’ see me an’ ’is name’ll be took off the list an’ no questions asked.’ Harry Ward joined the RAF in 1921 as a mechanic and was soon a member of the RAF’s travelling parachute demonstration team, having received the ‘griff’ on the Irvin parachute. They were tasked to demonstrate parachutes to squadron aircrews before they were issued. Few aircrew volunteered to have a go. ‘The majority of the pilots were a bit wary of jumping,’ he recalled, ‘they thought they were inviting disaster just wearing a parachute, never mind jumping out with one.’

Harry Ward had to learn himself before passing on the experience to others. There was ‘no training whatsoever! It was a case of trial and error,’ he admitted. ‘On the first one I did, the ground just came up and hit me. I landed stiff-legged and was rolled over onto my back. But with time, we learned how to take heavy falls by adopting the stage-tumbler’s attitude where they did a roll onto their buttocks and shoulders.’

There were only two ways to practise and these were virtual show stunts in themselves. One was the ‘drop-off’ from a short ladder affixed to the fuselage of a Fairy Fawn bi-plane. Hanging onto the ladder in flight, John Corlett explained when he received the thumbs up from the pilot in the cockpit, his right hand grip transferred to the rip-cord handle. ‘As soon as this was seen to be safely secured a “wave away” signal – crossed hands waved in front of the face – meant let go, count three and pull the rip-cord.’ As Corlett’s instructor pointed out to the uneasy students: ‘Nothing to it.’

Harry Ward described the alternative which was jumping from the wing of a Vickers Vimy bi-plane bomber. Parachutists perched on platforms on the outer wings, ‘facing aft, so that the slipstream pressed him onto the wing strut’. They had to hang on to the strut through take-off to jump. The jumper had to edge around the strut, battling the slipstream in flight, and hold on with one hand while he pulled the rip-cord. The blossoming parachute canopy snatched him off the wing, ‘whipped off’, as Ward explained. ‘You usually saw the plane shoot away . . . between your legs.’

‘Make sure you’ve got them crutch-straps good ’an tight,’ John Corlett’s flight sergeant advised, ‘don’t want ter ruin yer matrimonial prospects.’ As he took off standing on the outer wing platform of a Vimy bomber, he hugged the wing strut ‘as closely as a pair of lovers embracing in a shop doorway’, bumping and taxiing over the uneven ground. ‘Hang on tight – wouldn’t half look a Joe Soap to fall off now,’ he thought. At about 1,500 to 2,000 feet he edged his way around the strut, through the howling slipstream:

Can I keep myself on with one hand? Gradually ease the grip off the right hand and see if the left can hold me. Yes, OK. Feel for the rip-cord handle; ease it gently out of the pocket. Now he’s waving his arms frantically [looking at the pilot] – thinks I’m not going to pull it.

Hasn’t it gone quiet all of a sudden. God!! Where’s me ’chute? Should be up there, no sign of it – I’m falling . . . why do I keep getting glimpses of earth and then sky? Take a chance and look down. Lord! Nearly level with the tops of the trees . . . Fair knocked the puff out of me – good job there’s no wind.

‘Drop-offs’ were kinder than ‘yank-offs’ because, as John Corlett explained, one ‘swung past the vertical to the near horizontal again and continued in a series of gradually diminishing oscillations’ which meant there was ‘barely time to gather their wits before the ground came up and hit them’. Quite often the pupils were sick.

Gleb Kotelnikov, a junior artillery officer in the Tsarist Russian Army, developed an emergency parachute for pilots between 1910–11. It was designated the RK-1 and Russian aviators were using it by the end of the First World War. In 1929 he produced a second version with an envelope-type opening parachute pack and later an ‘aviation postman’ cargo parachute.

In much the same way as cricket and football were thought to contribute to manly qualities in English life, parachuting was adopted as a Russian national sport which stirred the blood, manifesting just the sort of challenge the state sought to promote in a society emerging from generations of serfdom and autocratic feudalism. Competition jumping started from maximum heights and progressed to other exciting variations like who could drop the lowest before he opened his parachute. On 16 July 1934 Evdokimov claimed this world record, jumping at 25,000 feet and delaying his parachute opening until he was 650 feet above the ground.

The Leninist Komsomol or Young Communist League established parachuting as the new Soviet mass sport. Using the slogan ‘Do as I do!’ thousands of youngsters became involved in aviation sport activities. There were demonstration jumps by parachute organisations, airfield excursion days and special holidays announced via press and radio propaganda to fire the youthful imagination. Parachute towers were erected in parks and sports fields and were copiously used in many towns and cities. A.M. Lukin, a retired parachute sport instructor, recalled: ‘anyone desiring to do so could acquaint himself with the feeling which one has in making a parachute jump.’ Young and old leaped at the opportunities. One observer remembered an old woman of 80 jumping alongside a small boy of six; the old lady made it while the boy was badly injured.

Jumping was a state-sponsored rather than spontaneous evolution. Parachuting offered martial skills to a newly established Soviet state acutely suspicious of the west. The Leningrad Military District conducted psychological research on 41 parachutists in the early 1930s, and found there were no negative physical effects; rather ‘it fosters and strengthens resoluteness, self-possession and other volitional qualities’. The report advocated parachuting should be encouraged among young people and included within the physical training systems of higher education and in societies and schools. ‘Jumps from an aeroplane develops courage, decision, resourcefulness, trains will power and the ability not to lose one’s head in an emergency and to make quick decisions in case of complications,’ declared a People’s Commissariat of Public Health pamphlet in the late 1930s. As Ilya Lisov, a Soviet airborne commentator, explained, encouraging these areas within the sporting medium ‘permitted them to be trained not only as first-rate aviation sportsmen, but as skilful defenders of the Homeland, unconditionally devoted to the Communist Party’. In short, future defence potential.

Russia became the first nation to bring substance to Colonel Billy Mitchell’s earlier discredited concept of vertical envelopment conducted by parachute soldiers. In 1928 M.N. Tukhachevsky, the Soviet commander of the Leningrad Military District, prepared a study entitled Operations of an Air Assault Force in an Offensive Operation. Aircraft, he advocated, could provide fire-power and open a new dimension of offensive manoeuvre, vertical envelopment from the air. ‘Winged infantry’ could support penetrations by mechanised forces, which Tukhachevsky saw guaranteeing success in the ‘Deep Battle’. Russia’s long borders had never been easily defensible. Parachuted and air-landed forces could create unexpected fronts against the flanks of enemy attackers or breach defences at key points and operate deep in the enemy’s rear. The first successful military parachute insertion was accomplished on 2 August 1930 when six parachutists dropped at Voronezh in the Russian heartland and were re-supplied by cargo parachutes. Reinforced by six more parachute jumpers, they rallied and prepared for further action. An experimental Parachute Assault Unit was established and expanded to a brigade by 1933 in the Leningrad Military District and joined by two others in the Kiev and Byelorussian Military Districts between 1934–6. Six hundred paratroopers landed in a mass exercise drop behind ‘enemy’ lines near Minsk in September 1934. Mitchell’s concept was proven.

‘As was always the case before a jump, my heart was pounding,’ remembered Captain Ilya Grigoryevich Starinov during a 1932 exercise jump. ‘It seemed to be expanding, trying to burst out of my chest.’ Medical research convinced the Soviets that the intense emotions engendered by parachuting required beginners to be immensely fit. They found normal pulse rates of 77 recorded before jumps rose to 117 in the aircraft and climaxed at 155 on landing. Starinov found typical landing hazards to be ‘pulled muscles, dislocations and other injuries impeding parachutists collapsing ’chutes on landing’.

Even an organisation as harsh as the Red Army recognised some overly creative technical schemes were simply unsustainable in human terms. Bi-planes flying at head height across steppe grassland tried dropping ‘air buses’ or heavy-duty aerodynamic trolleys. They bounced and careered through a welter of dust before skidding to a halt. The dazed airborne soldiers within were rarely fit for combat. Tests were discontinued after the trolleys were dropped over lakes where they broke up and sank on impact. Another idea was to drop parachutists blind, inside sealed cradles attached to aircraft bomb racks. These opened automatically and tipped them out over the drop zone with an automatic opening canopy. It soon became apparent this method too was not delivering combat-effective soldiers and it was stopped. Fatigue rather than fear was cited; but for men to fly in darkness and then be pitched out of a roaring aircraft without warning was unsustainable. Two air-land gliders, a light 17-man version and a heavy 50-man monstrosity, were also abandoned as hopeless experiments in the early 1930s. The need to parachute or air-land heavy equipments alongside the fledgling parachute units was recognised from the outset but met with intermittent success.

On 14 September 1935 foreign observers and military attachés at Brovary airfield north-east of Kiev looked up at the drone of approaching aircraft shortly after dawn. Fifty Tupolev TB-3 bombers lumbered into sight in clusters of four, gently rising and falling amid a fighter escort. These massive four-engine corrugated metal-skinned aircraft had a wing span of nearly 133 feet. They slowed to between 80–100 mph as they approached the drop zones. ‘The roar of the transport plane’s motors was deafening,’ recalled Captain Ilya Starinov. ‘The 83 foot fuselage shook and vibrated.’ An average load was 35 to 40 parachutists but up to 50 men was possible depending on fuel. The airborne regiment used on this exercise numbered 1,188 men and had flown in from 175 miles away.

At the order ‘Get Ready!’ the men began to clamber out onto the aircraft fuselage and wings, emerging from open machine gun compartments and a small door at the base of the wing. Some remained poised inside the aircraft to jump through the door and bomb bays. The aim of jumping the doors, wing, bomb bays and hatches together was to lessen ground dispersal. Negotiating tight hatches encumbered by a 70lb main parachute and reserves and struggling against 85–100 mph slipstreams was not easy. Film of the drop was taken from accompanying aircraft and shows figures clustering like ants around the base of the wings. They became known as the Locust Warriors. Hardy self-control was required to jump. ‘Nothing is more dangerous than giving in to self-serving rationalisations,’ claimed Starinov. ‘I’d already trained myself not to surrender to such weakness.’ The troops were mesmerised awaiting the number one at the bomb bay opening. ‘The pilot raised his hand and turned around, giving the signal that it was time to jump.’ The jump controller in the forward machine gun turret raised his signal flag and they commenced jumping.

Parachutists clinging onto the corrugated grooves and handles on the wing released their grip and began to slip and slide down. It often took a final backsliding wriggle to clear the backpack parachute from the wing edge to fall free. ‘Wild acceleration’ followed, recalled Starinov: ‘I pulled the rip-cord. It seemed as though the ’chute would never open. This was just my senses deceiving me; in jumping, fractions of seconds stretch into seconds, and seconds into minutes. I felt a jolt – the ’chute had finally opened! Everything was going well . . . I wanted to sing.’

Such personal impressions were completely lost on the spectators looking up below. They saw waves of aircraft roaring overhead in ‘V’ formation, followed by a trail of parachute clusters popping open like flak bursts below the fuselage, a panoply of blossoming canopies.

The foreign observers were stunned. This was the first time the Soviet Union, indeed any nation, had demonstrated it had a parachute capability. Brovary airfield was secured by the parachute assault and then an impressive air-land followed. Waves of Tupelov bombers deposited 1,700 troops, six light trucks, ten artillery pieces and even a T-37 light tank. After one hour and fifty minutes 2,500 troops had jumped or been air-landed with heavy equipments. General Loiseau, the Deputy Chief of the French General staff, was visibly impressed: ‘Western Europe is lagging behind!’ he declared. Italian General Monti admitted he was ‘literally amazed by the employment of such airborne landing forces’. The British military attaché Major General Archibald Wavell was more circumspect, commenting ‘a most spectacular performance’ but ‘its tactical value may be doubtful’. The force had been inserted within a benign air environment, that is with no enemy fighter or flak opposition. Visiting Oberst (Colonel) Kurt Student, representing the newly created German Wehrmacht, was enormously attentive. Recognising the same limitations identified by Wavell, forthcoming German experimentation would not be stymied, like the parsimonious British, by its defence budget.

The French immediately sought Russian advice on the creation of their own airborne contingent. Colonel Dastikh with the Czech military mission made a press comment that ‘the airborne landing is a new combat arm created by the Bolsheviks’. Primitive though the start may be, Russia was clearly leading the way and the whole point of the spectacular display had been to demonstrate just that. ‘There is no country in the world which can say that in this field it can even nearly be equal to the Soviet Union,’ announced Comrade Voroshilov, Marshal of the Soviet Union. In his view no country was in a position to catch up, never mind overtake. The complexities were too great. ‘I must tell you, comrades,’ he announced in a speech after the Kiev exercise, ‘that this parachute business, one of the most complicated and delicate technical arts, is perfected by the Red Army’ and had become ‘an important branch of our fighting strength.’

General Archie Wavell returned to England and reported his impressions. Infantry Lieutenant John Frost recalled a lecture given to the officers of Aldershot Command about the Kiev exercise. It projected a view that Frost, later a distinguished parachute commander, claimed would bedevil Britain’s own airborne development. ‘I advise you when you go home to forget all about it,’ Wavell told his audience. ‘The endemic trouble with British Airborne Forces was that the Army never really believed in them,’ Frost later claimed.

The German Wehrmacht thought otherwise.
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