BOOK REVIEW

“3 COMMANDO BRIGADE: HELMAND ASSAULT” 

   -  by Ewen Southby-Tailyour

(Ebury Press, ISBN: 9780091937751, £18.99)
Ewen Southby-Tailyour (55-59) is now at least as well known as a military historian as a Royal Marines Lt. Colonel (rtd) or ocean-going yachtsman. This is his ninth book with a military theme and his second on the exploits of  3 Commando Brigade in Afghanistan. As he makes clear, he had not intended to write a follow up account. This one was compiled against a very tight deadline at his publisher’s suggestion and is aimed squarely at anyone thinking of joining the Royal Marines. 

3 Commando deployed to Helmand Province during the Afghan winter of 2008-09 and remained there “for seven long, exhausting, exhilarating, dangerous and successful” months in Ewen’s view. The Brigade’s mission was broader than in previous operations - “not to destroy the Taliban…but to defeat the insurgents in order that good Afghan governance could flourish.” That said the appearance of this book just as British forces were pulling out of the Sangin Valley after four years and 106 deaths to be replaced by more numerous and better equipped US Marines, underlines the considerable risks involved in writing instant history. 

Securing the Sangin Valley was one of the Brigade’s key missions during its third  deployment in Afghanistan. Ewen argues that despite a determined insurgency in the area it succeeded in this, creating a firm foundation there and “a stability that allowed schools, clinics and new shops to open” encouraging voter registration, improving wheat seed distribution and enhancing the capabilities of the Afghan National Army. Sadly, this verdict has to be questioned in the light of subsequent events. Seventeen months after the Brigade returned home only one polling station was open in Sangin when parliamentary elections were held there in September, 2010. Just 150 people voted – by any count a humbling, derisory return for the 42 lives lost by 3 Commando during its deployment.  
Ewen does not exactly duck the temporary nature of many of 3 Commando’s achievements or the steadily deteriorating military context in which its deployment occurred. Scattered around the book are numerous revelatory facts and figures that are likely to give any would-be Marine pause for thought. More members of the Brigade, for instance, were killed during Operation Herrick 9 (the name given to the deployment) than in any of the previous eight Herrick deployments. A number of the 3 Commando’s forward operating bases were, effectively, under siege by the Taliban. The incidents of IEDs (improvised explosive devices) had increased from roughly two a week in 2006 to nearly 40 by mid-2008, turning many of the Brigade’s lightly-protected vehicles into death traps. And the Taliban were far better trained and more aggressive by late-2008, even mounting a full-scale assault on Lashkar Gar, the provincial capital of Helmand, within days of 3 Commando’s arrival in the area. 
The book also makes clear that by the end of this gruelling deployment in April, 2009,  the leadership of 3 Commando accepted that more forces were needed if future UK deployments in Helmand were to be anything other than containment operations, the effect of which “will inevitably dwindle over time.” No such British reinforcements were forthcoming and US Marines took over in Sangin, with the Taliban hailing the handover as a victory. Ewen’s upbeat verdict on 3 Commando’s deployment – “all felt that the campaign in Helmand was heading in the right direction” – therefore stands in black-and-white contrast to that of the Defence Editor of The Times who wrote, as the Royal Marines were pulling out of Sangin, that it was “the inevitable outcome of a four year mission that lacked stragetic purpose and sufficient resources from the start” and “an indictment of the flawed military leadership that characterised Britain’s deployment into southern Afghanistan in 2006, leaving British troops overstretched and once again reliant on the United States to bail them out.”
As ever with a Southby-Tailyour production, this book is full of detail, vivid action and punch and reflects an enormous amount of first hand interviewing and informed analysis. Reading it, no one would ever question the Royal Marines esprit de corps, commitment, fighting qualities and organisational dexterity. But Afghanistan has proved time and again down the centuries that bravery, sophisticated strategy and superior technology are not enough for outside forces to win the day given its unique cultural and topgraphical conditions. After reading this account of the latest foreign incursion, one ends up wondering how 3 Commando will react to a fourth Afghan deployment, should it ever take place.
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