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Please be angry about what follows. As you read this, a small group of your fellow countrymen will 

be setting out on a foot patrol in Afghanistan. 

All of them will be frightened, with good reason. All of them will be trying not to show it. Some will 

not be succeeding too well. One or two may have vomited up their breakfasts, and an NCO (himself 

scared deep down) will have tried to reassure them with bluster and authority. 

Let us hope they all get back safe to base. But they all know what might happen instead. In the 

course of half a second, their happy lives as they have known them could come to a horrible end. 

      

'A shameful court martial': Captain Jody Wheelhouse (right) and Sergeant Mark Leader were 

spared jail - but the decorated soldiers were told their Army careers were over after they lost their 

temper with an Afghan planting a landmine 

A cunningly planted landmine may go off right beneath one of them, doing terrible things to his 

body, perhaps killing him, perhaps doing things to him that may be worse than death. 

He will not be the only one hurt. Two or perhaps three will be grotesquely maimed, their lives 

changed for ever. I will not dwell on the possibilities. All of us know them. 

There is nothing they can do about this. I can hear the bar-room pacifist bray that ‘they signed up for 

it, and shouldn’t complain’. But if others never signed up for the Army, we would all be slaves, 

including the bar-room pacifists. 

https://www.dailymail.co.uk/debate/columnists/columnist-224/Peter-Hitchens-for-The-Mail-on-Sunday.html


And they did not, as it happens, sign up to be sent out on these foul, pointless, sacrificial patrols 

through Helmand and Sangin, during which they offer themselves to be murdered by a cunning and 

elusive enemy, so as to help Gordon Brown and David Cameron suck up to the United States. 

 They signed up to fight because they are the exceptional and spirited people that every serious 

country needs to guard its interests while the rest of us take our pleasures and snore safely in our 

suburbs. 

But they seldom do fight. The Afghan Taliban have more sense than to tangle with what remains the 

best-trained combat army on Earth. So they lay traps, and our men, try as they may to be careful, fall 

into them. 

They are there because politicians of all three major parties are more interested in drawing their 

expenses than in thinking, and because – in sharp contrast to those they send into danger – they 

have no courage. 

I mention all this because, last week, a disgusting and shameful court martial humiliated and 

devastated two Royal Marines because they lost their tempers. 

These are men whose shoes I’m not fit to polish. So far as I can find out, they captured an Afghan in 

the middle of planting one of these horrible landmines. And, getting him alone, they beat him about 

the head with a size ten wellington boot. 

The man, who was later handed over to the Afghan ‘authorities’ and has since vanished, received a 

split lip, a cut face and had some teeth loosened. 

Well, dear me. It’s not exactly the Nazi SS, is it? Since the mine-layer hasn’t been tried or convicted, I 

can only speculate that his intended victims – British servicemen – would have suffered rather worse 

injuries than that if they had stepped on the device he was planting. 

Sergeant Mark Leader, one of the men court-martialled for attacking the Afghan, had lost three 

friends to the Taliban’s landmines. Captain Jody Wheelhouse, who was also court-martialled, joined 

in with what his Troop Sergeant was doing. 

Sergeant Leader, who was dismissed from the service, will not just be deprived of his livelihood and 

burdened for years to come with his conviction. He has lost pension rights worth £400,000. Captain 

Wheelhouse’s life (he was dismissed ‘with disgrace’) is likewise blighted. 

I’m prepared to concede that both men should have restrained themselves. But I think their action 

was understandable and trivial. They should have been let off with a reprimand.  

Why do we, soft on real criminals and allied to a country – the USA – whose armed forces casually 

fry innocent civilians from the safety of helicopters, turn in this way on good men who daily face 

dangers most of us would run from?  

We do it because our politicians like to pretend to themselves that our ill-judged and dubious 

interventions in Iraq and Afghanistan are actually humanitarian projects aimed at getting the locals 

to love us and embrace our way of life. 

The truth – that the locals hate us and will not rest until we have gone – does not suit them. 

So the soldiers have to live and die according to this lie, and be unjustly punished for the real crimes 

of others. These Marines should be reinstated. 



The politicians who sent them there are the ones who should be dismissed with disgrace – and 

without their pensions. 

 


