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Destroying a home or property jeopardises the livelihood 
of an entire family – and creates more insurgents. 

 
General Stanley McChrystal, August 2009 

 
 

Among the calamities of war may be justly numbered the 
diminution of the love of truth, by the falsehoods which 

interest dictates and credulity encourages. 
 

Samuel Johnson, November 1758 
 
 

Get a fucking pistol as soon as you get out there mate 
and keep one in the chamber at all times. 

 
Major Dave Groom, January 2012 
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DISCLAIMER 
 
 
 
 

This is a true story based on personal recollections. These may differ from those of others 
who were also present. 

 
 
 

This is not an officially sanctioned memoir and has not been endorsed by the Ministry of 
Defence. It will almost certainly differ from authorized accounts. 

 
 
 

The views and opinions expressed are entirely my own. 
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Latitude: 51.87 

Longitude: -0.42 

Elevation: 125m 

Met: Overcast, occasional rain, H:8°L:5° 

DTG: 072100ZMAR10 

 
ON 7th MARCH 2010 at approximately 9 pm, somewhere between Coventry and Luton, I 
made a decision to give up my secure but largely unremarkable existence and go in 
search of adventure in the service of my country.  
 
In the comfort of the air-conditioned cabin of my powerful SUV, it did not seem to be a 
particularly difficult decision to make.  
 
This is the story of what happened next: 
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Latitude: 31.79 

Longitude: 64.67 

Elevation: 852m 

Met: Sunny H:37°L:10° 

DTG: 091117DSEP12 

 
MIRAJDIN LAY IN wait less than 250 metres from the huge explosive device he’d buried 
on the track junction. Inshallah, his patience and daring would soon be rewarded. He 
would avenge the deaths of his revered commander Haji Momin, vaporised by an Apache 
helicopter on the banks of the river Helmand and those of his brothers-in-arms who had 
perished resisting the infidels’ incursion into their homelands just eight days earlier. 
 
Assembling and positioning the bomb had been dangerous and audacious, his intelligence 
unreliable. Working under cover of darkness, Mirajdin had assembled the deadly 
components in his father’s compound before digging a huge pit to accommodate the 20 
yellow palm oil containers that housed the main charge of fertilizer based explosive.  
 
As he’d been acutely aware, this had been the riskiest part of the operation. Not only was 
the home-made explosive mixture highly unstable but he had to avoid detection by the 
infidels’ invisible eyes in the sky. Many brave emplacers had died positioning their devices, 
vaporised by their own explosives, or by the infidels’ Hellfire missiles. He had required 
good fortune, as well as a cool head and a steady hand, and Allah had smiled upon him. 
 
Next, he had buried the command wire with which to detonate the device in a 250 metre 
long trench that ran from the bomb to his current hiding place. Finally, just as his mentor 
Haji Jalander had instructed, he painstakingly concealed all evidence of his handiwork 
ensuring that none of the tell-tale ground signs, such as discoloration, disturbance or 
subsidence, remained to betray him. 
 
Mirajdin had worked diligently and risked much for this moment and his labour had already 
been rewarded. An hour earlier the infidels had driven mine detection vehicles down the 
track but had failed to locate his device. He’d resisted the temptation to detonate the bomb 
under the American mine plough. A greater prize would follow. 
  
All that was now required was patience. 
  
Clouds of dust to the south indicated the imminent arrival of the kafir invaders as their 
lumbering armoured vehicles left the relative safety of the black-topped highway and 
headed north on the unmetalled road into Zumbalay  The infidels, cowering inside their 
vehicles, were coming to meet their fate. 
 
Mirajdin had been trained in bomb making while studying at a religious seminary in the 
Pakistani province of Baluchistan. His device was the product of more than one country. 
The detonator was a blasting cap made in China, the firing cable from Iran. The main 
charge had been produced in a chemicals factory owned by a company traded on the 
derivatives markets in the United States of America. 
 
Mirajdin’s pulse raced and he prayed his nerves would not fail him. As he had done a 
thousand times already that morning, he committed himself to Allah’s will. 



11 
 
 

 
Latitude: 56.26 

Longitude: 6.84 

Elevation: 2,346m 

Met: Plenty of sunshine H:5°L:-3° 

DTG: 071530AFEB13 

 
LIAM STARED INTO the abyss, took a long toke1 on the doobie2, passed it to Ritchie with 
fingers made clumsy by thickly insulated gloves, and giggled. I followed his gaze and, 
without the benefit of mind-altering drugs, found no humour in our situation.  
 
A huge cornice loomed above us. The overhanging edge had turned to ice and in the weak 
rays of the afternoon sun it gleamed with yellowed and ugly menace. As surely as night 
turns to day, but with far less predictability, the forces of nature demanded that it must 
tumble into the valley below. Two stoned snow boarders and a grey-bearded man well 
beyond his middle years would do little to arrest its downward trajectory. 
 
Directly beneath our precarious perch a narrow couloir dropped steeply to an immense 
snow field which descended without a single blemish of human intervention into the valley 
below. Our desire to be the first to tag this example of nature’s perfection had got us this 
far, but Mother Nature was not quite ready to give up the prize that waited below. 
 
First we would have to prove ourselves worthy.  
 
The couloir was little more than an interruption between two cliff faces. In no place more 
than thirty metres wide, it descended for about three hundred metres. On the right the cliff 
rose jagged and imposing to the mountain’s summit; on the left it dropped almost vertically 
to the valley floor below. In order to descend this narrow traverse it would be necessary to 
put in four, perhaps five, turns. Every one of these turns would be above the No Fall line. 
 
In the lexicon of off-piste skiing this is an imaginary line drawn on any descent above 
which a fall may lead to serious injury, but will more probably result in death. The term was 
coined by the legendary French extreme skier, Patrick Vallençant, who lived by the motto 
si tu tombes, tu meurs. If you fall, you die.  On 28 March 1989, aged 43, he tragically 
succumbed to his own axiom. In fifteen years of skiing I had never made more than two 
consecutive turns above the No Fall line. 
 
The preceding night had seen heavy snowfalls across the Alps and the morning had 
dawned bright and blue. Like all dedicated off-piste skiers, I subscribed to several 
meteorological reports which I scanned daily with religious zeal. Consequently, anticipating 
these conditions, I had risen before dawn. The sky was clear, the air was still. More 
importantly, on my balcony rail was a six centimetre deep layer of perfectly formed ice 
crystals. I gently blew on them and they dispersed.  Even more snow was likely further up 
the mountain. Conditions were perfect. 
 
Although the ski industry would have you believe that every day in the mountains is a 
perfect powder day, in truth this combination of conditions occurs perhaps half a dozen 

                                            
1
 Toke: inhale from a cigarette, typically one containing cannabis. 

 
2
 Doobie: Marijuana cigarette 
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times each season. My body tingled with excitement as I made my usual breakfast of 
porridge and coffee. 
 
As the sun broke cover over the mountains, I loaded up my battered old 4x4 which had 
superseded the shiny SUV of my previous life. Snow covered peaks turned pink with early 
morning light as I drove down the narrow, rutted track to the lift station.   Despite the early 
hour, a steady stream of headlights bobbed and weaved in my rear view mirror and even 
though the lifts would not open for another half hour, four or five cars had arrived ahead of 
me. 
 
There was a palpable hum of excitement and anticipation. Everyone busied themselves 
making preparations for the day ahead as we waited for the lifts to open. True to their 
stereo-types, skiers wore performance mountain clothing of sober hue and sensible cut, 
boarders wore baggies in a riot of clashing colours.  
 
When I first got into skiing in my early thirties, many skiers were pretty negative about 
boarders, accusing them of being reckless and out of control. These days, despite the 
difference in fashion tastes, there’s little animosity between us. We’ve learned to respect 
each other and jog along together, united by our shared love for snow covered mountains. 
 
There was no hostility between the different groups but there was little conversation either. 
There are no friends on a powder day and we were all in open competition to be the first to 
tag the mountain. No-one was about to reveal their game plan lest this give one of the 
other groups an advantage.  
 
As a solo skier, I was completely ignored. 
 
Skiing alone in the back country is not recommended. In fact it’s actively discouraged. 
Such recklessness negates any duty of care the lift operator may have, and automatically 
voids insurance cover. This is because it significantly increases risk. Even the most 
experienced skier can have a bad day. Without colleagues to assist or to raise the alarm, 
an otherwise trivial incident can quickly escalate into a matter of life or death.  
 
Danny Boyle’s excellent film ‘127 Hours’ tells the true story of Aron Ralston, who is forced 
to commit one of the most extreme and desperate acts imaginable to save his life. It vividly 
illustrates how nature's unpredictability can quickly lead to disaster, even for the most 
experienced outdoorsman. 
 
I’m aware of the danger. I’ve watched Danny’s film and read Aron’s book.  I've heard or 
read countless other tales of solo misadventure.  But I’m still driven to ski the back country 
alone. I’m alive to the risks just as the heroin junkie, the smoker, or the sugar addict is 
alive to the health implications of their habit, but I don't ski solo entirely by choice. The 
pleasure of back country skiing is heightened rather than diminished when the experience 
is shared.  The truth is that few of my contemporaries have either the time or the 
inclination to ski at this level or intensity. Those who are tempted are quickly reminded by 
partners, children or employers of their other responsibilities.  
 
This, perhaps, is the true nature of my addiction; that I do not hear or choose to ignore 
these other voices. 
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Generally I try to mitigate the risks of solo skiing by avoiding north-facing slopes (where 
70% of all avalanches occur), by skiing as close as possible to the piste, or by skiing in 
terrain that is overlooked by chair lifts or other ski industry infra-structure. Today none of 
these precautions will be possible. In order to feed my addiction to white powder I must go 
deep into the back country and forests of the Porte du Soleil. I cannot tell others where I’m 
going, or even leave a note in my car, as I do not know myself. My outline plan must 
remain flexible depending on conditions, and on whether or not others have beaten me to 
the powder fields that I seek. 
 
The morning goes well for me. Conditions are perfect and I’m skiing well too. I’m feeling 
pretty pleased with myself as I leave linked 'S'-shaped tags all over the mountain. I have 
chosen terrain that most would consider too demanding or risky but this simply heightens 
the pleasure of each successful descent. I know others will see my tracks and choose not 
to follow. 
 
By mid-afternoon I’ve skied without a break for hours. I’m exhausted. It’s getting harder 
and harder to find areas which are not already tracked out. I’m considering calling it a day 
when I meet Liam and Ritchie. It’s a chance encounter. I make an idiot of myself getting on 
a chair lift and end up a tangle of poles and skis. Liam and Ritchie help me out while 
simultaneously subjecting me to some banter, which I appreciate. I’ve always enjoyed a bit 
of banter, even when on the receiving end. 
 
They correctly assume I’m not a member of the local Gendarmerie and skin up1 an 
enormous reefer2. Despite a temperature differential of about 60 degrees, the pungent 
aroma instantly transports me back to Afghanistan. Just a few months ago I’d been fighting 
for my life in the ganja fields of Zumbalay. Could these boys be smoking the harvest of 
those very same fields that we’d used for cover to break contact with the Taliban? 
 
Ritchie proffers the marijuana cigarette. I’ve worked with stoners, smokers, caine-heads 
and alkies of varying levels of addiction, all of my adult life.  For the most part they seem to 
function pretty well, so I’m personally content to live and let live. However, as a reserve 
officer in the British army, I’m duty bound to decline his offer. 
 
As the boys chill out we share our love of the mountains and agree it’s been a very special 
day. They’re both habitual seasonaires who know the area well.  They invite me to join 
them on a run just a short distance from the top of the chair lift, a run that they think will 
still be untouched.  
 
It’s an offer I can’t refuse. 
 
By the time we get to the top of the chair there is already a small group of German skiers 
gingerly peering over the safety barrier.  They clearly like what they see but are not so 
sure about the route. There is animated debate, interspersed with lots of pointing. We 
have competition at the drop-in and there’s no time for a briefing. The boys tell me to 
follow, climb over the barrier, and then they’re gone. 
 
I look at the Germans.  

                                            
1
 Skin up: to roll a marijuana cigarette 

 
2
 Reefer: Marijuana cigarette 
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The Germans look at me.  
 
Now they know the route I have only a moment before they will push past and claim the 
prize.  
 
I could wave them on with a cheery Guten Tag – which, together with Zvei Bier, Bitte, is 
the extent of my German language skills. It’s the right thing to do. I’ve had a glorious day. 
I’ve only just met Liam and Ritchie.  I wouldn’t even recognize them again but for their 
outlandish apparel. Throughout our short acquaintance their faces have been hidden 
behind beanies, mirrored goggles and ice-encrusted, wispy beards. My legs are tired, I’m 
too old to be doing this stuff, there’s cold beer on the balcony back at the chalet ... and I 
need to wash the 4x4.  
 
There are numerous good reasons not to follow my new stoner friends over the safety 
barrier, not least because that barrier was put there for a reason. 
 
Sensing my hesitation, the Germans begin to crowd towards me.  I duck under the barrier, 
simultaneously absolving the lift company of any responsibility for my well-being and 
voiding my accident insurance policy. Liam and Ritchie are way down the valley looking 
back up in my direction. I see them, and launch. 
 
Immediately my skis and most of my legs disappear into thigh-deep powder. I have to 
raise my poles high to stop them dragging and putting me off balance. Tom Goldney, one 
of my former instructors and a skiing inspiration, once described off-piste skiing to me as a 
series of linked corrections. It made a lot of sense to me at the time and still does today. 
Good skiers may appear to be gliding down the slopes with ease, but in reality it’s a 
constant battle to maintain optimum position and balance. 
 
Gravity takes over and I start to accelerate. My skis begin to float in the powder beneath 
and with each turn they briefly pop to the surface before disappearing once more. After 
two or three turns I’m into a natural rhythm, and now comes the rush I’ve been seeking. 
But even this intoxicating moment is tinged with regret. No matter how many times I do 
this, it will never be enough. I will always need more powder, more lines, more slopes, 
more linked turns. I’ve already surrendered my marriage, my job and my life savings to 
feed my addiction. How much more am I prepared to sacrifice?  
 
I don’t know the answer to the question.  
 
I push these concerns to the back of my mind and submit myself to the moment. 
 
I join Liam and Ritchie and we high-five each other. They spark up the reefer once more 
and we look back up the way we’ve come at the lines we’ve carved across the mountain. 
We discuss our route selection, the snow condition, the thrill of the ride. There is no longer 
any sign of the Germans at the drop in, presumably they've moved on in search of fresh 
tracks of their own. 
 
For the next couple of hours we ski together, tackling progressively steeper and more 
demanding pitches. These two young boarders are pushing me to my limits and beyond. 
There’s no peer pressure, I know I can pull out at any point and retire with grace and 
dignity. I’m here because I want to be here. Then they ask me if I know of a run they call 
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The Cornice? Would I like to try it? They say it’s a bit of a trek, which means it's even 
further off the beaten track.  They say the drop in is a bit gnarly, in much the same way 
that soldiers will describe a fire-fight as a bit crunchy. 
 
I recognise these signs. 
 
I should know better.   
 
I agree we should give it a go. 
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Latitude: 51.95 

Longitude: -3.56 

Elevation: 196m 

Met: Overcast, periods of rain H:9°L:5° 

DTG: 101100ZJUN11 

 
CONTACT FRONT!  
 
The cry went up simultaneously from at least three of the lads in the section. Most of them 
were behind me so it was impossible to tell who had initiated the contact.  
 
I knew this moment was coming but my heart still leapt into my mouth. In the minutes 
ahead I would be stretched to my physical limits. Adrenaline was already coursing through 
my veins in anticipation. 
 
I squeezed off a couple of rounds in the general direction of the enemy. These were not 
accurate shots. I didn’t even attempt to use the SUSAT1 optical scope on my SA80 A2 
L852, British Army standard issue assault rifle. I wanted to maintain some situational 
awareness and in particular preserve my peripheral vision in case one of my own blokes 
ran between me and the target. 
 
Releasing the trigger, I placed my right index finger across the trigger guard. In the same 
movement, I slid my left hand down the fore grip, punched the safety catch on with my 
thumb and started running forward. I already knew where I was headed. Even before the 
contact was initiated I had identified a small berm, about 25 metres ahead, as my next 
point of cover. 
 
But I wasn’t going to make it. 
 
The combined weight of combat body armour and ceramic plates, mark 6 ballistic nylon 
fibre helmet, over 300 rounds of 5.56mm ammunition, two litres of water and enough food 
and essentials to sustain me for 24 hours was slowing me down and I was making myself 
an easy target. 
 
I was going to have to crawl on my belt buckle the rest of the way. I crashed to the ground 
and moved as fast as I could while keeping my backside as close to the ground as 
possible – no-one wants to suffer the indignity of getting shot in the arse. 
 
Where were the others? ‘Joe Ninety’ was now behind me to my left, I’d seen him as I hit 
the deck.  ‘PB’ must be to my right and beyond him ‘Double A’, but I hadn’t seen them. 
They were out there somewhere but no one was returning fire and I was worried we were 
losing momentum. I guessed that they, like me, were busy crawling forward into cover. 

                                            
1
 SUSAT: Sight Unit Small Arms Trilux. A x4 optical gunsight with tritium-powered illumination for use in low light conditions fitted to the 

SA80 but now largely replaced by the ACOG (Advanced Combat Optical Gunsight) or the  ELCAN Specter OS x4 Lightweight Day Sight 
(LDS). 
 
2
 SA80 A2 L85: The SA80 A2 L85 is a 5.56mm gas-operated assault rifle manufactured by Heckler & Koch. It is a member of the SA80 

family of assault weapons and serves the British Armed Forces as Individual Weapon (IW) and Light Support Weapon (LSW). 
The SA80 series of rifles entered service with the British Army in 1985 and underwent a major mid-life update in 2002, during which the 
SA80 A1 rifles were upgraded to the SA80 A2 standard. 
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Knowing  that I must be closest to the berm I redoubled my efforts to get there to give 
them covering fire and allow them to move up level with me to form a baseline.  
 
The berm was no more than 15 or 20 metres away, but I reached it soaked in sweat and 
covered in sheep shit. At least, I hoped it was sheep shit. Being the most efficient 
processor of grass on the planet I knew from experience that the sheep’s shit neither 
sticks, nor stinks too much. 
 
Encased as it was in ballistic nylon fibre, my head was cooking up nicely and sweat was 
pouring down my forehead and into my eyes. Before I could return fire I had first to wipe 
my eyes with my shit covered hands. Please let it be sheep shit. 
 
Now I could see and this time I used the optical scope. Lining the tip of the sight post up 
on the centre mass of the target I double tapped the trigger. The shot fell high and to the 
right. I was breathing too hard. I tried to control my breathing by exhaling as slowly as I 
could, simultaneously taking up the first pressure on the trigger. At the bottom of this 
breath I gently squeezed through the second pressure.  Although I could still feel my heart 
pounding against the ceramic plate in my body armour the shot was good and I followed it 
up with two more in rapid succession.  
 
On my left I heard Joe Ninety open up with a series of single shots. Shortly afterwards on 
my right PB and Double A started to get involved too. We were back in the fight. Now I 
could take stock of our situation. I lowered my weapon, applied the safety catch, and 
allowed myself to slide backwards down the crest of the berm and out of sight of the 
enemy.  
 
We were an eight man patrol, most of us new to one another. We’d met a few days ago 
but this was our first outing together. Fifteen minutes earlier we loaded and made ready 
our assault rifles and immediately stepped off into a small river. The shallow water quickly 
penetrated my gortex gaiters and began to fill my boots, a familiar but unwelcome 
sensation. Trying to set an example, I deliberately pushed into deeper water. If I minced 
about trying to keep my feet dry the others would surely follow suit. Of course there was no 
guarantee that the opposite was also true, but I hoped they would get the message. 
 
The section was made up of two fire teams, each of four men. As the section commander I 
took charge of the ‘Charlie’ team while my second in command, Lance Corporal Ron 
McCabe, took charge of ‘Delta’. I’d been briefed that he was a trouble maker with a history 
of discipline issues. He certainly looked the part with a distinctive rose tattoo on his neck. 
But despite the warning and the tattoo, I instinctively liked him. I guessed that trouble 
probably paid him a visit after a few drinks, but from the little I’d seen of him he struck me 
as a capable and competent soldier. I hoped I was right. I would be relying on him to keep 
me alive. 
 
My own team consisted of Ranger Heyward, otherwise known as Joe Ninety due to his 
striking resemblance to the 1960’s puppet, Private Price Brown, known as PB, and Ranger 
Aneyanwu or Double A for short. British military standards require that, as an officer, I 
should not refer to other ranks by Christian name. So I called Ranger Heyward Ninety, and 
PB and Double A by their nicknames which were abbreviations of their surnames. They all 
called me Sir, not out of respect but because I was just another Rupert to them and they 
hadn’t bothered to learn my name. Ron McCabe, being a bit neckier than the other lads, 
even avoided calling me Sir by referring to me as Boss. I hadn’t challenged him on this, 
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and according to the Royal Military Academy, Sandhurst manual I’d failed the first test of 
moral courage by not doing so. I’d last visited the Academy back in 1988, long before Ron 
McCabe was born and I wasn’t about to lose any sleep over it. 
 
From my new position I could see PB and Double A were about ten metres to my right in 
good cover, returning fire at a steady rate of roughly one round every six seconds.  
 
Happy days, nothing wrong there.  
 
On my left I could see Ninety had also found good cover and was getting rounds on target. 
Beyond him Ron McCabe and Delta were now 75-100 metres away. But although they had 
good cover, I judged that they were not in a position to effectively return fire. I signalled to 
Ron to bring his team up closer to my own. This would involve more crawling and more 
sheep shit, but he didn’t hesitate. To cover this move I yelled across to PB and Ninety to 
increase their rate of fire and crawled back into a position where I could get some more 
rounds on target myself. 
 
Waiting for Ron to join me I ran through my plan one more time in my head. I was 
confident the plan itself was sound, but I wanted to mentally rehearse how to communicate 
it to him. I had to be absolutely certain he would understand what I was trying to achieve 
and what his role would be. 
 
The berm behind which we were currently sheltering ran left to right across our axis of 
advance. On the right it petered out just short of some stunted trees, on the left it ran back 
down to the river along which we had originally advanced. I reckoned we could use this to 
get to within 25 metres of the enemy positions without being seen.  
 
I would leave Delta behind on the berm to provide fire support and take Charlie down to 
the river. We could then advance up the river bed. I would leave PB and Double A 
somewhere on the bank where they could provide an additional point of fire1, before 
assaulting onto the enemy position with Joe Ninety.   
 
It wasn’t a complicated plan but when you’re crawling around in front of your own guns it’s 
just as easy to be hit by friendly fire as it is by the enemy. Blue on blue, as it’s known, is 
everyone’s worst nightmare. I didn’t want it happening to me. 
 
As soon as Ron and his team arrived I briefed him on the plan and set off back down the 
bund line towards the river with Ninety, PB and Double A in hot pursuit. I hadn’t had a 
chance to brief them yet, but they all knew that wherever I was going they were going too. 
I could hear Delta blazing away behind us while Ron bellowed at them to conserve 
ammunition and slow their rate of fire.  
 
The berm afforded limited cover which meant we could only run bent double but, despite 
this, we made quick progress until the bund petered out about ten metres short of the river 
bank. We would need to break cover and dash these last few metres. Stopping just short 
of the open ground, I quickly explained to the lads my plan and their individual roles. I 
could see that Ninety was made up to be joining me for the final assault. Then I explained 

                                            
1
 Point of Fire: A location from which an enemy can be engaged with suppressive fire threatening casualties to those who expose 

themselves to it and which, when coordinated with the manoeuvre of forces achieves the destruction, neutralisation or suppression of 
the enemy. 

 



19 
 
 

we should individually make the dash across to the cover of the river bank. PB set off first. 
As soon as he disappeared Double A followed, then Ninety and I in rapid succession. 
 
The river bank was about six feet above the level of the water and, in my haste to reach 
cover, I simply launched myself over the edge into thin air. The lads had all done pretty 
much the same thing and I landed on top of a heap of bodies in the river. Being the first 
one to cross the open ground, PB was now at the bottom of this pile and from the look on 
his face he wasn’t particularly enjoying the experience. At 43, PB was probably one of the 
oldest, if not the oldest, private soldier in the British Army. His paper round as a child must 
have been a hard one and he wore every single one of those 43 years in the lines on his 
face. Beneath this craggy exterior was a man of steel; PB was easily fitter than most lads 
half his age and was basically unbreakable. Providing a soft landing for three fully laden 
soldiers might not have been at the top of his ‘to do’ list that morning but it still wasn’t a big 
drama for him. 
 
Given that I’d fallen on him from a great height, I was prepared to overlook the fact that 
he’d just called me a fucking cunt, Sir. As far as I was concerned, PB was gleaming.   
 
It took us a few moments to sort ourselves out and then we were off again. By now we 
were all blowing hard and the exertion of running in knee-deep water was exhausting us 
still further. To make matters worse the river bed was strewn with extremely slippery 
boulders, making it hard going under foot. I heard Ninety cry out directly behind me, 
followed by a loud splash. He must have lost his footing and fallen forward into the river 
but I didn’t stop, I didn’t even look round to check he was OK. He’d have to sort himself 
out…, I needed to get back to a point where I had line of sight of the enemy to re-assess 
the situation and see if my plan was still valid.  
 
After about 100 metres I came to a slight bend in the river that afforded me a good view of 
the enemy position. I stayed in cover, greedily sucking air into my aching lungs, while I 
waited for the others to join me. At 46, I was really getting too old for this. With the 
exception of Ninety, who looked to me like he couldn’t possibly be a day over 14, we were 
all on the old and grey side. There was a good reason for this. We were all reservists, the 
modern-day equivalent of ‘Dads Army’, all doing our bit for our country in our spare time. In 
my case I had spent ten years in the regular army, serving in Iraq, South Armagh and 
Bosnia before giving it up to settle down, get married and become a father. Fifteen years 
later, with my marriage on the rocks, here I was, back in green again, soaked to the skin, 
covered in sheep shit and about to take the fight to the enemy. 
 
I could see that Ninety was in pain but he dismissed my enquiry with a wave of his hand. I 
indicated to PB and Double A to stay here and provide an additional point of fire onto the 
enemy position while Ninety and I went forward. This would be the most dangerous part of 
the patrol. Not only were we about to engage the enemy at close range, but also we would 
be crawling forward under a considerable rate of covering fire from our own guns. 
 
With rounds cracking over our heads, Ninety and I inched forwards, keeping our bodies as 
close to the ground as possible. Every few metres I had to stop to readjust my helmet 
which kept falling forward over my eyes. By now I was exhausted. Only adrenaline was 
keeping me going as I zoned out and focused solely on the task in hand. 
 
After what seemed an age we got to within just a few metres of the enemy position. Lying 
on my back I motioned to Ninety that we would assault from this point and pulled a fresh 
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magazine of 30 rounds from my webbing. I wanted to go over the top with a full mag1. 
Ninety changed mags too, clearly thinking along the same lines. I could hear lots of crack 
and thump as Ron and Delta team back at the berm, and PB and Double A on the river 
bank, continued to pour fire into the enemy position. I prayed that they could see me. In 
the next few moments I was going to stand up and charge the position. If they didn’t 
instantly switch fire I was going to be mown down by my own blokes. 
 
Glancing back at Ninety a second time I saw to my horror that he was about to launch 
himself onto the enemy position without me. I grabbed his arm and pulled him back into 
the tiny depression we were using for cover. Despite his boyish good looks I could see the 
murderous intent in his eyes and feel the tension in his body. I couldn’t hold him back for 
much longer but protocol must be observed.  
 
As the senior rank present it was my job to go in first.  
 
I took a couple of deep breaths, composed myself as best I could and leapt to my feet 
while simultaneously firing into the enemy position. I could see my rounds striking the 
ground and could hear and feel Ninety’s rounds passing me just a few metres away. We 
were so close that the hot, empty cases from his weapon were striking my helmet and face 
as they ejected from the firing chamber. I kept on running and firing until I was about 15 
metres beyond the position and then threw myself down, gasping for breath and grateful to 
be alive.  
 
But there was no time to celebrate. Having successfully cleared the position we needed to 
regroup and resume the patrol. Ninety was on my left, scanning his arcs, clearly still full of 
fight and looking forward to another scrap. I, on the other hand, was completely exhausted 
and looking forward to a bath.  
 
I looked back to PB and Double A’s position on the riverbank and signalled for them to 
come forward and join us. Ron and his team were nowhere to be seen on the berm. I 
guessed they were somewhere in the river, making their way to us, using the same route 
we’d just proved clear of mines, booby traps or explosive devices. 
 
PB and Double A reached us and immediately took up fire positions on Ninety’s left. With 
the section re-assembling I was able to take stock of the situation. To our front the ground 
rose in a gentle convex slope to the top of a small hill. The words frying pan and fire 
sprang to mind. 
 
Army gobbledegook would define this geographical feature as key terrain. This describes 
any locality, or area, the seizure or retention of which affords a marked advantage to either 
combatant. In layman’s terms this meant it would be much better for us if we were up there 
rather than the enemy. I decided we should relocate to this position as soon as the other 
team arrived.  
 
Ron was not the name Lance Corporal McCabe’s mother had given him when he was 
born. Like all TA soldiers the army was not his main source of income. When he wasn’t 
running around in green kit - or getting into fights in bars, Ron worked in the adult 
entertainment industry. Naturally, he was the envy of all his peers with more conventional 
                                            
1
 Mag: slang for magazine. A container or detachable receptacle for holding  a supply of ammunition cartridges to be fed automatically 

into the breech of a weapon. 
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jobs and it was not long before he earned the nickname Ron in reference to the famous 
American porn star Ron Jeremy. The lads continually pestered him for work placement 
opportunities and he was always put in the line-up to meet visiting dignitaries. It’s a pretty 
safe bet that, by way of small talk, a VIP will ask a TA soldier what they do in Civvy Street. 
Ron was unapologetic about his career choice and it was always a pleasure to see how 
they tackled his response to this question. 
 
One of the key tasks of any second-in-command is to take care of the section’s 
administrative needs, or G4, as it is referred to in the army. Currently our immediate needs 
were limited to bodies, bullets and water.  
 
Was everyone accounted for? 
Was anyone injured?  
How much ammunition and drinking water did we have left?  
 
As Delta had been providing fire support throughout the contact they’d fired more rounds 
than anyone else. As soon as Ron arrived he set about redistributing ammunition across 
the section. As he did so he was also quietly checking that everyone was OK and 
establishing how much water they had left. This reminded me that I was now dehydrated 
myself.  
 
I greedily sucked down about a quarter of my own allowance. I didn’t offer it to anyone 
else. Everyone knows the rules. While it’s good practice to share and redistribute 
ammunition, this does not extend to water. Each man must look after his own needs and 
water is shared only in extremis if someone is obviously going down with heat exhaustion 
or dehydration. 
 
Ron completed his rounds and gave me a quick G4 update. Everyone was OK and had at 
least one full water bottle. We all had about three mags or 90 rounds each after 
redistribution, which meant that we’d expended about 2/3rds of our ammunition in the 
contact. We’d need a resupply soon but not before we got onto the high ground. I outlined 
my concerns to Ron and we agreed that he would go firm while Charlie patrolled onto the 
feature in a single bound. As soon as we were static he would follow on and join us in an 
over watch position. 
 
As we stepped off with Ninety once more taking up point I heard a shout from behind us 
and looked back to see a man in a yellow high-visibility jacket. It was Major Guy Lock, our 
Training Major, and he was signalling for us to stop. Up until this moment I had been totally 
absorbed in the task at hand and not really aware of his presence or that of the other 
range safety staff who had been shadowing us throughout the patrol, but now the bubble 
was burst.  
 
As he approached he gave me an almost imperceptible nod and a half smile, Not bad for 
an old fucker, Chris, he said. Without the need for further prompting the lads formed a 
straight line with their weapons facing down the range. One of the range safety staff then 
bellowed the order Unload! For inspection, Port Arms.  
 
Working almost entirely on instinct and muscle memory I checked the safety catch was on, 
depressed the magazine release catch, removing the magazine from the weapon and 
placing it back in my webbing pouch. I then pulled the working parts to the rear and 
engaged the holding open device before visually and manually checking there were no 
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rounds in the chamber or the magazine housing. I allowed the working parts to go forward 
before taking an aimed shot, firing off the action. There was an audible click as the firing 
pin was engaged. I checked safety again before pulling the working parts to the rear once 
more. This time I waited for the weapon to be visually inspected by a member of the range 
staff who then gave the  command, Ease springs.  
 
The patrol was over and with it the culmination of five days Live Firing Tactical Training in 
Sennybridge, Brecon. This was my first step in a 12-month journey that would lead to 
deployment to Helmand Province, Afghanistan. On this occasion, although the bullets we 
had expended had been real and deadly enough, the enemy had been wooden targets 
and there had been no return fire to worry about.  But the exercise was not without risk. 
One soldier would be killed and several others seriously wounded on live firing ranges 
over the coming months as we prepared for deployment. 
 
Although we didn’t know it yet we were bound for the two-way range known as the Upper 
Gereshk Valley, or UGV. Often referred to as The University of Close Quarter Combat, the 
UGV is a largely rural area of Helmand Province where poppy cultivation is the main 
source of income and where Taliban shadow governance predominates. 
 
I was to learn more about the area months later in a briefing given by our Intelligence 
Officer, Captain Alex Bayliss. He summed up by describing it as the Heart of Darkness. To 
get a feel for the place he further suggested that I watch a movie called ‘Armadillo’ by 
Danish film-maker Janus Metz. At the time, and after watching the film, I assumed that 
Alex was bigging up the threat in a display of casual bravado that is typical of the young 
British Army officer, but his assessment would prove to be chillingly accurate. 
 
In the nine months from January to September 2012 the combined Afghan, Danish and 
British force with whom we would work was engaged in over 400 small arms contacts, 
suffered 117 improvised explosive device (IED) strikes and discovered a further 241 IEDs. 
We also tragically lost 28 of our number killed in action, with a further 149 wounded in 
action. All in an area roughly the size of the Isle of Wight. 
 
This exercise was not only my first step towards Afghanistan. It was also further definitive 
proof that I was experiencing a mid-life crisis. Some months earlier, while surfing the 
internet, I’d stumbled across an article on the subject. Although I hadn’t cheated on my 
wife, bought a sports car, run off with the baby-sitter or purchased a hair-piece, I reckoned 
I was already hitting most of the bases.  
 
On leaving the army in 1996, I’d worked hard to climb the corporate ladder, achieving a 
degree of success which had brought wealth but not happiness. I felt trapped on a 
treadmill. My employers kept paying me ever larger salaries but demanded more and more 
of my time in return. My beautiful wife, Jane1, also enjoyed the trappings of success and 
required a seemingly inexhaustible supply of designer clothes, beauty treatments and 
visits to the hair salon, all of which required funding. Not to mention the trophy house with 
it’s prestigious SE21 post-code in Dulwich Village. This we filled with expensive designer 
furnishings so that we might employ a housekeeper to keep it all clean. Then there were 
the exotic but tediously sanitised holidays which we bragged about to our friends and 
neighbours. 
 

                                            
1
 Not her real name. 
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I yearned for something more meaningful than this life of comfortable consumerism. 
Ironically, as a marketing specialist it was my job to encourage others to buy more and 
more goods and services for which I personally cared less and less. Skiing had become 
my escape valve. But it was also a source of constant friction between Jane and me as I 
sought to spend more and more time in the mountains.  
 
When we finally divorced in 2013 she cited my excessive skiing as ‘a cause of upset and 
unreasonable behaviour’. Her advocate, whom it would have given me great pleasure to 
meet in a dark alley, sneered in court sessions at my ambition to become a ski instructor, 
as if this was somehow a pathetic and worthless aspiration.  
 
The internet article I’d stumbled across identified that the man in mid-life crisis would 
revive old interests from years past and make sudden life-changing decisions, usually 
without consulting his wife or partner. By attending the live-firing training I had effectively 
signalled to the army my commitment to deploy to Afghanistan, a secret ambition I’d 
harboured for over a year but not yet declared to my wife. I would not do so for some 
months to come.  
 
But what had specifically revived my interest in the military after a 15-year absence, what 
had started me on the path that would lead ultimately to Afghanistan, was the death a year 
before of a friend and former army colleague. 
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Latitude: 46.26 

Longitude: 6.84 

Elevation: 2,346m 

Met: Plenty of sunshine H:5°L:-3° 

DTG: 071600AFEB13 

 
RITCHIE, LIAM AND I had quickly established a pecking order. As the more experienced 
boarder, Ritchie was our Alpha. As such he was entitled to the richest pickings the 
mountain had to offer but, to maintain his leadership role, he must also take the greatest 
risks in proving the route. As the newcomer I gratefully accepted last place. It meant that I 
didn’t get to ski quite the best lines but even after Ritchie and Liam had had their fill of the 
mountain there was still plenty left for me. Consequently, there was no need to discuss 
how we would tackle the couloir. Ritchie tamped the reefer between fore-finger and thumb 
of his gloved hand and thrust it into one of the many pockets in his voluminous mock-
camouflage jacket. He made some tiny adjustments on his board, punched Liam’s 
outstretched fist, winked at me and said simply See you at the bottom.  
 
He dropped into the couloir making no attempt to control his downward trajectory and 
surfed an almost perfectly straight line down the middle of the narrow ledge. He was taking 
an enormous risk. As he continued to accelerate, he was reducing his options and 
simultaneously increasing his margin for error. Within seconds he was travelling too fast to 
turn in the narrow confines of the couloir and I watched with a mixture of horror and 
admiration as he hurtled ever faster down to the powder fields below. About thirty metres 
from the bottom of the couloir he hit some unseen obstacle beneath the snow which acted 
as a ramp and launched him into thin air. Incredibly, he managed to hold his position on 
the board as he shot out of the couloir before disappearing in an explosion of powder as 
he landed in the snow field below.  
 
One down, two to go. 
 
I could see from the look in Liam’s eyes that he was nervous. It was the same look I’d 
seen many times before in the eyes of young soldiers in Afghanistan as they prepared to 
leave the relative security of the Patrol Base and face the uncertain dangers of the Green 
Zone. He stared at the slope for several moments, mentally composing himself before 
side-slipping down to the mouth of the couloir and the point of no return.  
 
He was solely focussed on staying alive. I gave him no words of encouragement for fear of 
breaking his concentration as he continued to side-slip down to the narrowest section. At 
this point he stopped again for several long seconds. Although I hardly knew Liam I knew 
exactly what he was thinking. The side-slip is the safest and most stable method of 
negotiating steeps, I’d used it myself a thousand times before to get out of tricky situations, 
but it wins no points for style or glamour. Having successfully negotiated the more 
dangerous top section of the couloir, he was now considering whether or not to up the 
stakes and surf the bottom section. He began to make a tiny back and forth rocking motion 
on his board which I recognised from prior observation meant that he had made his 
decision and was about to launch. 
 
Unlike Ritchie, Liam controlled his rate of descent by bringing the edges of his board 
across the fall line to act as a brake, in a succession of S-shaped turns. However, on such 
a steep and confined slope he could hold each turn only momentarily and he was still 
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travelling at speed when he hit the same unseen obstacle that had launched Ritchie and 
was similarly propelled into thin air. He too landed in an explosion of powder, tumbling 
head over board a couple of times before coming to a stop. From this prone position I saw 
him punch the air several times and I knew it would not be long before he was firing up the 
spliff once again in celebration.  
 
Two down, one to go. Now it was my turn. 
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Latitude: 51.64 

Longitude: -0.19 

Elevation: 81m 

Met: Partly cloudy, some sun H:10°L:7° 

DTG: 070645ZMAR10 

 
DAWN BROKE AS we were speeding north up the motorway. I’d picked Mark up from his 
military home in North London before first light to avoid the morning rush hour. Although 
we hadn’t seen each other in over 12 months we sat in companionable silence as my 
expensive 4x4, another potent symbol of my commercial success, ate up the miles to our 
destination.  
 
Mark and I had served together in the Balkans in 1995, running convoys into towns now 
long forgotten by the media; Gorni Vacuf, Vitez, Sarajevo, Gorazde. Although I left the 
Regular Army shortly afterwards, we had remained great friends and I had subsequently 
been best man at his wedding and was god-father to his eldest daughter.  
 
Over a brew in a Happy Eater, Mark brought me up to speed with his career and his 
family. Things were going well for him. He was currently doing a demanding job based out 
of the Permanent Joint Headquarters1 (PJHQ) in London, travelling to some interesting 
places that don’t appear on most commercial airlines’ list of destinations. 
 
He was also close to being ‘pink listed’, an internal Army document listing those eligible for 
promotion to Lieutenant Colonel. At his age, this was an indicator that Mark had been 
singled out for future stardom and from now on he could enjoy a bigger office, a better 
salary and the grudging respect of his peers who would now be behind him on the career 
ladder. Despite this success, Mark was clearly troubled by the strain of service life on his 
marriage and family, especially the effect of his extended periods away from home. 
 
Continuing on our journey, we once more settled into silence. I guess we were both 
reflecting on the life of the man whose funeral we were travelling to attend. Major John 
Wallace-Dutton had served with us in Bosnia. Like Mark he had continued in the Army 
after I had left. Determined to strike out on my own, to break the umbilical with service life 
and make a success of myself in civvy street I had avoided the reunions, dinners and 
parades that are a regular feature on every Regiment’s social calendar and to which 
members past and present are invited. My refusal to look back had not been without cost 
and as the years passed I received fewer of these invites and lost touch with many friends 
and colleagues with whom I had once been close. John had been one such friend. 
 
In the summer of 2009 I unexpectedly received an invite to attend the centenary 
celebrations of the unit I had served with in Gulf War 1 in 1991 and again in Bosnia in 
1995. My two boys Harry and Alfie, then aged six and three, knew nothing of my former 
army life and, on a whim, I decided we should attend. Jane was less keen but agreed to go 
along.  
 
The outing was not a great success.  
 

                                            
1
 PJHQ: Permanent Joint Headquarters. Situated in Northwood, London PJHQ is the UK’s tri-service headquarters from where all 

overseas military operations are planned and controlled. 
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Alfie, as every three year old is perfectly entitled to do from time to time, was being a 
handful. Harry was bored by the parade, and Jane wanted to leave even before we 
arrived. After a thirteen year absence, almost no one knew who I was and we were largely 
ignored. John was one of the few people who recognised me and bounded over to stay 
hello, shaking my hand in a crushing embrace with his enormous boxer’s fist.  
 
John was a huge bear of a man. His presence was hard to miss even if he hadn’t been 
such a snappy dresser. He was, as usual, immaculately turned out. His vast barrel chest 
strained against his double breasted blazer with Regimental buttons. His crisp white shirt 
the perfect setting for a tie emblazoned with the crossed Kukhri’s of the Brigade of 
Gurkha’s, the legendary fighting force to which he proudly belonged. To complete the 
ensemble he had chosen a pair of burgundy red cords that a lesser man would have found 
hard to carry off but which John wore with casual aplomb.  
 
Both through physical presence and force of character John was not a man you could 
ignore but he also possessed a gentle good humour that made him fun to be around. 
Although he could be tough and ruthlessly professional when required, he had always 
been much loved and admired by those under his command. Clearly he had not lost his 
touch in the intervening years and we were constantly interrupted by soldiers approaching 
him to say hello. It was a pleasure to be reacquainted with him after such a long time and I 
would have happily stayed and chatted with him for longer, but I could feel Jane’s 
impatient presence on my shoulder, so we said our goodbyes and promised to stay in 
touch in the way that all soldiers do but seldom deliver on.  
 
A few months later I was to learn from Mark that John had terminal cancer. Like Mark, he 
was married with three young children who would soon be growing up without their father. 
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Latitude: 46.26 

Longitude: 6.84 

Elevation: 2,346m 

Met: Plenty of sunshine H:5°L:-3° 

DTG: 071615AFEB13 

 
AS LIAM HAD done before me, I side-slipped down into the couloir and the point of no 
return. The walk to the drop-in through deep snow in my inflexible ski boots had been 
arduous, aggravating an old blister on the inside of my left heel. I’d been stationary for 
about ten minutes while first Ritchie and then Liam had negotiated the descent. Waiting, I 
had felt the blood congealing in my boot around the wound. Now I was moving again my 
woollen sock detached itself from the blister. I dismissed the excruciating pain.  
 
Snow conditions are many and varied. Experienced skiers and boarders continually adjust 
their technique in response to the signals that are transmitted through the base of their 
skis or board. I had just a few metres in which to plan how to tackle this descent, and I 
needed to process these signals before committing myself. I simply could not allow the 
pain in my heel to distract me from this task. 
 
I was now at the top of the couloir with the cornice to my back. I could feel its malevolent 
presence behind me and briefly wondered if Ritchie and Liams’ descent had in some way 
altered the delicate balances that maintained its gravity defying position. Nine months in 
Afghanistan had taught me not to worry about things over which I had no control. 
Nonetheless I did not want to hang around for too long in this exposed and vulnerable 
position.  
 
Looking down the length of the couloir I judged where to make each turn in order to control 
my descent. The no fall line looked to be just below the point at which Liam had stopped 
side-slipping.  I reckoned on four turns from my current position to that point. I would need 
to turn my skis in order to control my rate of descent, but each turn would also increase the 
risk of error which, above the no fall line, was likely to prove fatal. The stakes could not 
have been higher. I made some minor adjustments to my body position and committed 
myself to the slope. 
 
Almost immediately I was in trouble. Warren Smith, of the eponymous Ski Academy in 
Verbier, urges his students to attack the slope from the very first turn. I had been too 
hesitant in my approach and my left ski was now pulling away from me under the snow. In 
order to bring my skis back together under my body I would have to execute a quick turn.  
 
I didn’t make this decision consciously, it was an instinctive and automatic reaction to 
regain control of my skis, but my plan was already in disarray. Now I would be making 
things up as I went along, and I was not yet out of trouble. 
 
The manoeuvre had put me dangerously close to the edge of the couloir and the long drop 
into the valley below. My next turn was equally rapid but much more deliberate. In my 
peripheral vision I saw snow disturbed by my presence so close to the cliff edge tumbling 
into the void. No time to consider my lucky escape. I was heading towards the cliff wall on 
the other side of the couloir just above the narrowest point, where only the most confident 
skier would risk a turn. I would have to turn again in order to slow my descent above this 
most dangerous section. 
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Three turns in. This was uncharted territory. I’d never before made more than two turns 
above the no fall line. I shot through the narrow section trying to maintain my body position 
over the tips of my skis and punched my left arm forward and down as I threw my hips 
over my skis into turn four. Now I was through the most dangerous point and my 
confidence soared.  
 
I could do this.  
 
I was going to make it.  
 
With my self-belief at an all time high the next two turns were easy, almost lazy, and I 
knew I was putting on a good display for Liam and Ritchie who would be watching from 
their vantage point below. All that was left for me to negotiate was the unseen obstacle 
that had launched them both skywards. 
 
I enjoy catching some air with the best of them, but my ambition in this regard is modest. I 
reckon my bones are too old and brittle to tackle serious jumps. As a general rule I leave 
the half pipe, the fun park and the big cliff drops to the youngsters who are not only braver 
and more reckless, but who also heal from their injuries more quickly. But now, awash with 
adrenaline, I threw caution to the wind, allowed my skis to point directly down the slope 
and let gravity take over. 
 
I could clearly see from their tracks in the snow where both of the lads had lost contact 
with the ground. Approaching this point I let my knees flex to soak up some of the energy 
transmitted through the base of my skis by the unseen object below the snow. With my 
thighs almost in my chest I straightened my legs as explosively as I could and was 
airborne. Instantly I tucked my legs up again to stay over my skis and held this position for 
what seemed like an age. In the split second before regaining contact with the snow I 
straightened my legs, keeping my knees soft in an attempt to land the jump. I knew the 
theory well enough but in truth this was so far beyond any jump I’d ever tackled before that 
I really didn’t know what to expect. I was completely unprepared for what happened next. 
 
Although I had tried to stay over the tops of my skis, human instinct, evolved over 
millennia, tells us that the best way to break a fall is to sit down. All skiers, if they are going 
to progress to any reasonable standard, have to unlearn this in-built reflex. 
 
In Warren Smith Ski Academy classes I’d been taught the mantra that falling forwards was 
OK – at least you were trying - but falling backwards was not. This was so ingrained in my 
psyche that I’d even passed it on to my own children. But now, in unfamiliar territory, 
attempting something well beyond my level of experience the instinct of evolution took 
over. As my skis made contact with the snow, detonating an explosion of powder that 
completely engulfed me, I was thrown backwards with such force that I was powerless to 
prevent it. I’d failed to correctly anticipate the landing, my body position had been 
completely wrong. 
 
As I was thrown on my back and had the wind knocked out of me I had a brief vision of my 
eldest son, Harry, telling me you weren’t trying hard enough, Daddy.  But then, just as 
suddenly, I was propelled forward once again by forces unknown. Incredibly, I was up and 
over my skis again, out of breath, but back in control. It was a complete fluke but I’d landed 
the jump!  
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As I’d been obscured in powder at the time I was pretty sure Ritchie and Liam had not 
seen me fall. In any case, I was back on my feet and they were both far too generously 
spirited to deny me the jump. Decelerating through a couple of looping turns into the 
powder field I allowed the euphoria of the descent and the jump to wash over me. I could 
feel the endorphins, my own private narcotic, surging through my nervous system and 
brain, far more powerful and more rewarding than any opiate harvested in Afghanistan. 
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Latitude: 52.13 

Longitude: -3.78 

Elevation: 391m 

Met: Partly cloudy, some sun H:10°L:7° 

DTG: 071000ZMAR10 

 
JOHN’S FUNERAL, LIKE the rest of his life, was outstanding. He couldn’t have organised 
it better himself, which knowing John he probably had done.  
 
By the time Mark and I arrived at the picture post-card village in North Wales, dawn had 
given way to a perfect spring morning. Frost feathered the slate tiles of the Norman church 
at its centre. Larks could be heard singing high above the hedgerows. 
 
The village was not prepared for the influx of people who had come to pay their respects 
and the little streets were packed with cars parked nose to tail well beyond the village 
boundary. We abandoned the SUV on the end of one such line and started walking.  
 
On the wind we could hear the lament of a lone piper calling us to prayer. Resplendent in a 
tailored charcoal pinstriped suit, Mark had received some admiring glances from the girls 
behind the hotplate when we’d broken our journey at the Happy Eater. I wasn’t about to tell 
him, but dressed as he was, with his shock of dark hair, olive skin and rugged good looks, 
it was easy to see why his beautiful and talented wife had fallen for him. As we 
approached the church the cast iron heel protectors on his highly polished shoes seemed 
to mark time with the Regimental piper. 
 
I’d briefly met with John and Mark about three months prior to John’s death, by which time 
he was grievously ill. The cancer and the radiation therapy had reduced him to a pale 
shadow of his former self, although he retained his perfect gentleman character and self-
deprecating humour. As we said goodbye on that occasion I’d struggled to hold his gaze 
as he’d looked deep into my eyes. We both knew it was for the last time. 
 
John’s funeral did not mourn his death but celebrated his life to a sell-out crowd. 
 
The Health and Safety Executive would have had a big drama. The church’s capacity was 
exceeded two or three-fold and its Norman designers had not thought to include 
emergency exits or adequately signed escape routes.  Although John had opted not to 
have a military funeral, the aisles were full of men and women in drab green service dress 
uniforms, decorated with bright splashes of colour from the ribbons of their medals. A 
plethora of pretty baubles which offered a clue to the tempo of operations the army had 
endured during the fifteen years in which I’d been getting rich and fat.  
 
To judge from the highly polished belts, straps and shoes on display most of those present 
must have spent an industrious hour or two the previous night bulling leather with Kiwi 
parade gloss and Selvyt polishing cloth, just as we’d been taught at the Royal Military 
Academy. I would learn later that John was so highly regarded by the military community 
that operations in Afghanistan had been temporarily suspended in order to hold a service 
of remembrance in his honour at Camp Bastion.  
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The church was so packed that I could not see John’s wife, Jo, and their three children. I 
guessed that, even in their grief, their hearts must have swelled with pride as they listened 
to the eulogies to an extraordinary man, husband and father. 
 
Although he had never mentioned it to me, from one of these tributes I learned that John 
had done a stint in Iraq. In his spare time, using his ingenuity, a few bits of wood and some 
scrap metal, John had built a gym complete with makeshift boxing ring. He’d then 
marketed his creation by inviting all-comers to try and take a swing at an officer, something 
that under normal circumstances would most likely result in instant dismissal and court 
martial. Word got around and naturally there were one or two likely lads who fancied 
themselves up for the challenge. All of whom had ended up on the canvas at the wrong 
end of John’s massive fists.  
 
I could just imagine him helping some poor tattooed head-banger back to his feet, dusting 
him down and offering him some quiet words of encouragement to come back and have 
another go when he was feeling better. It would have been so typical of John’s unique 
sense of humour. 
 
Following the service we all retired to a local hotel where John’s life was celebrated in the 
way he would have wanted, with fond reminiscences over a pint. As the alcohol flowed, I 
listened to ever more raucous and outlandish tales.  I could not help but contrast the life of 
this wonderful, charming extrovert with my own, which to my mind had become stale and 
dull. 
 
As we barrelled back down the motorway that night in my expensive gas guzzler, Mark 
snoring softly beside me in the passenger seat, I realised that somewhere along the way 
I’d confused the acquisition of possessions with the attainment of happiness.  
 
Inspired by John’s remarkable life, and the sheer vitality and energy of his army 
colleagues, I resolved to return to active duty after a fifteen year absence and deploy to 
Afghanistan. It would be another two years before I climbed aboard the ancient RAF 
Tristar aircraft that would deliver me, together with forty colleagues from the 1st Battalion 
Grenadier Guards, to Camp Bastion and the start of 239 days in Helmand Province.  
 
For most of those two years I kept my ambition a closely guarded secret from friends and 
family, shamefully concocting a series of ever more elaborate and unlikely excuses for my 
absences from work and home as I trained for deployment.   
 
But my resolve never once wavered. 
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Latitude: 46.26 

Longitude: 6.84 

Elevation: 2,346m 

Met: Plenty of sunshine H:5°L:-3° 

DTG: 071700AFEB13 

 
RITCHIE, LIAM AND I had successfully completed the quest that Mother Nature had set. 
We had willingly risked our lives in her service and now we were ready to claim our prize. 
Still buzzing from our successful descent through the drop-in we marvelled at the 
perfection of the powder fields even as they yielded to our embrace. Turn after perfect turn 
we placed our mark on the mountain, certain in our knowledge that no one would have the 
courage or determination to follow us through the entry point and despoil our legacy – at 
least until the next snows came. 
 
It was the perfect end to a perfect day. We celebrated with vin chaud on the terrace of a 
restaurant in the village below the powder field. Looking back up the way we had come it 
was easy to make out our tracks through the drop in and into the powder below. With the 
setting sun once more turning the mountain peaks pink we took photos of our tracks, 
noisily discussing our descent in less than perfect language as we came down from our 
adrenaline high.  
 
The restaurant’s other patrons kept a respectable distance, perhaps from disapproval at 
our boisterous presence on the balcony, perhaps from grudging admiration at the tracks 
we had carved on the mountain. All too soon it was time to leave or risk missing the last 
chairlift home. As we made our way to the exit a man of about my own age leaned across 
to his partner and said in a broad Yorkshire accent bloody idiots must have a death-wish 
or summat’ carrying on like that. Given our unruly behaviour it was not unreasonable that 
he might bear some ill-will towards us, but he was wrong about one thing. I couldn’t speak 
for Liam and Ritchie, but for my own part it wasn’t a death wish that had driven me into the 
Porte du Soleil back country.  
 
I‘d been celebrating my life and my limbs after nine months in the killing zone of Helmand’s 
front line. 
 


