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INTRODUCTION








	Thirty-three Coalition service personnel were captured by Iraqi forces during the Gulf War of 2 August 1990 to 27 February 1991.�  Four of these personnel have written books on their experiences:  





John Peters, a Flight Lieutenant pilot, of XV Squadron, Royal Air Force (RAF), 


John Nichol, a Flight Lieutenant navigator, also of XV Squadron,� 


Andy McNab, a Sergeant of 22 Special Air Service Regiment (22 SAS), British Army,� and 


Rhonda Cornum, a United States Army Major of the 101st Airborne Division (Air Assault).�  





	This article will discuss these accounts of captivity with the aim of identifying lessons from them.  





	The article is in five parts:





the experiences of the PW prior to capture,


their experiences after capture,


their experiences of release and repatriation,


lessons from their experiences, and


concluding remarks.  





	The ADF personnel who participated in the Gulf War suffered no battle casualties and none were captured.�  Nonetheless, ADF personnel are currently deployed in peacekeeping operations in the Middle East where a risk of being taken hostage exists.  Recent ADF operations have occurred in third world nations such as Cambodia, Somalia and Rwanda; and future operations in similar environments are likely.  If ADF personnel are taken captive PW or hostages in such places, it is likely that they will face similar experiences to those of Coalition prisoners during the Gulf War.  





	The lessons identified in this article may help them to survive.  








PRIOR TO CAPTURE








John Peters and John Nichol





	Peters and Nichol were an experienced RAF aircrew and they were flying their first combat in a Tornado GR1 ground attack aircraft over Iraq on 17 January 1991.  They intended to drop eight 1,000 pound bombs on the Ar Rumaylahan airfield complex in south-western Iraq.  





	Their attack went wrong and while jettisoning the bombs they mistakenly flew over an air defence position.  They were successfully engaged by an SA-16 hand-held surface-to-air missile.  They attempted to control the damaged aircraft but were then hit by  ZSU-23/4 radar guided cannon fire and forced to eject.  





	They descended to the ground by parachute and activated their search and rescue personal locator beacons hoping that Combat Search and Rescue (CSAR) would recover them from enemy territory.  They were unable to conceal their parachutes and survival equipment in the open desert, and expected to be found quickly by the pursuing Iraqis. Each armed only with a 7.65mm Walther PPK service pistol and 18 rounds of ammunition, they were aware that they faced imminent capture and decided to make a run for it.  Shortly afterwards, they were located by a large force of Iraqi troops and, with no apparent option of resistance, they decided to surrender.  








Andy McNab





	McNab led an eight man 22 SAS patrol which was inserted by CH-47 Chinook helicopter behind Iraqi lines on 22 January 1991.  The patrol was intended to report on the movements of Iraqi SCUD mobile surface-to-surface missile systems from which the Iraqis were launching missiles at Saudi Arabia and Israel.  





	Soon after its arrival in enemy territory, the patrol was compromised as a result of incomplete planning, poor equipment, bad luck and overwhelming enemy numbers.  McNab and the others attempted to evade capture and flee 120 kilometres through enemy territory to sanctuary in Syria.  





	They were armed with four M203 5.56mm rifle/40mm grenade launchers; four Minimi 5.56mm light machine guns; and eight M72 66mm disposable rocket launchers.  Their tale is one of heroic endurance in extreme weather conditions, and involved several firefights with Iraqi forces, leaving many Iraqi dead.  





	Of the patrol, three were to die from enemy action or hypothermia, and one successfully reached Syria.  The other four were captured and they then faced the retribution of the Iraqis.  





	McNab was the last to be captured on 27 January 1991.  He was within sight of the Syrian border when he was dragged from his hiding place in a road culvert by angry Iraqi troops.  








Rhonda Cornum





	Cornum was the Flight Surgeon of 2-229th Battalion and had participated in several 101st Airborne Division operations during the Coalition ground offensive which had commenced on 23 February 1991.  





	On 27 February 1991, she was scrambled as a member of a battalion medical evacuation sortie in a UH-60 Blackhawk helicopter.  They were scrambled because no special forces CSAR helicopters were available to recover an F-16 pilot who had been shot down behind enemy lines.  The Blackhawk was escorted by two AH-64 Apache attack helicopters, and carried two pilots, two crew chiefs (door gunners), Cornum, and three pathfinder infantrymen.  





	Almost immediately after crossing into enemy territory at very low altitude, the Blackhawk was engaged by Iraqi anti-aircraft fire.  The door gunners returned fire but the helicopter was severely damaged and crash-landed.  The two pilots, one crew chief and two pathfinders were killed in the crash.  The other three, including Cornum, were badly injured and pulled from the wreckage by Iraqi Republican Guard troops.  





	Both of Cornum’s arms had been broken in the crash.  








�
AFTER CAPTURE








Peters and Nichol





	Immediately after giving themselves up, Peters and Nichol were punched in the face and searched for weapons.  They were quickly stripped of all valuables including their escape funds in gold sovereigns, watches and pens.  Fortunately, the greedy Iraqis troops failed to recognise the value of the personal locator beacons which could have been used to lure CSAR helicopters into a trap.  





	The PW were placed in a Land Rover and driven away from the crash site and towards the airfield that they had just attacked.  Peters expected that they would receive a hostile reception and was aware that their best hope for a successful escape lay in a quick break.  But their hands were tied behind their backs and they were too well covered by their guards to jump them and attempt an escape.  





	On arrival at the airfield, Peters and Nichol were met by Iraqi officers who demanded to know whether they had been mistreated by the soldiers and offered the PW food and water.  They were very cautious and refused the food, suspecting that it might contain drugs.  Following a brief session of tactical questioning they were driven to another airfield and received further tactical questioning.  They provided only the four approved answers of ‘name, rank, serial number and date of birth’, also known as the ‘big four’.





	That night they were driven to Baghdad - and for the first time faced Ba’ath Party intelligence service interrogators.  As part of the interrogations, they were repeatedly beaten by seven or eight guards.  Nichol recalls the onset of ‘shock of capture’...





The blood spurting from my nose was thick and grimy on my tongue and teeth.  I could not protect myself.  They had total control....I’d come from being a significant part of the biggest high-tech military offensive in history to being a speck in a Third World desert.    Talk about coming down to earth with a bang....There was no sense of time, it was like being in a black vacuum, seamless and endless.�





	Peters, equally helpless in the face of this treatment, remembers formulating his mental defence...





They had total control over me. I would only be able to hold out for so long; therefore, physically, I could not win.  “I must win mentally,” I thought....I had to believe in my own worth.�





	They then faced a routine of interrogation and vicious beatings and they initially provided only the big four.  The Iraqis employed a series of interrogation techniques - kind, persuasive, sarcastic, knowledgeable and cruel.  Eventually the cumulative effects of the beatings forced both prisoners to gradually release information including their military occupation and squadron number.  This probably saved their lives as it reduced the severity of the beatings.  Fortunately, the interrogators lacked the technical expertise to ask detailed questions and the two prisoners realised that they were starting to gain the intellectual upper hand.  





	Peters was feeling more confident but learned the hard way that the Iraqis didn’t like him to answer back...





This is where you learn.  Under interrogation, you never, ever, get cocky:  you never, ever, show open defiance of the interrogator, or let him know that you think he is even the slightest bit stupid.�





	The savagery of the beatings and professional methods of the interrogators contrasted with the haphazard handling of the prisoners by the guards.  The PW received occasional acts of sympathy and kindness from the guards and were allowed to talk to each other and keep each others’ spirits up.





	Peters and Nichol were threatened with execution for war crimes in order to force them to give prepared answers on television and seeing no alternative they agreed to cooperate.  Doing their best to show their facial wounds to the cameras they gave the required answers in stilted English knowing that the free world would see that they were acting under duress.  





	Following the television broadcast, the Ba’ath Party interrogators handed the two prisoners over to Iraqi Army Military Police.  They were then properly searched for the first time since their capture six days earlier!  





	The PW were then placed in a military prison and the interrogations ceased.  Weeks of boredom followed with both men attempting to keep their minds and bodies active, while in virtual solitary confinement.  





	The boredom was rudely broken by Coalition bombs which hit the prison on 23 February 1991.  The cells were badly damaged and the prisoners, now part of a group of about twenty-five Coalition aircrew and a captured CBS news team, were moved to yet another prison.  Several nights of heavy air raids on Baghdad ensued but the second prison was undamaged.  The Allies had launched the ground offensive into Kuwait and southern Iraq, and the prisoners’ ordeal was soon to end.  








McNab





	McNab’s beatings started immediately after his capture.  The Iraqi troops laid into him with rifle butts and boots.  He recalls his shock of capture in the moments after the first beating:





They did a rough search - no more than a perfunctory frisk to make sure I didn’t have a gun - then they knocked me to my knees and pushed my face into the mud....I gasped and inhaled mud and blood....All I could hear was hollering and shouting, and the noise of more firing in the air....My head raged with pain....I was a rag doll, a bag of shit.�  





	His hands were tied behind his back and he was thrown into the back of a Land Cruiser.  During the ride to the local barracks he was repeatedly butt-stroked and kicked by his guards.  But McNab had the benefit of previous conduct after capture training and this enabled him to quickly come to terms with his situation.� He was already thinking about survival:  





I exaggerated the limp, shivering and coughing, and moaned every time someone got hold of me.    I was in a bad way, but my mental state was good, and that’s the one you’ve got to worry about and conceal from the enemy.�  





	McNab’s equipment, everything from his gold sovereigns to his plastic spoon, were looted by the Iraqi troops.  When the gold was discovered, the excited Iraqi officers stopped the body search and took McNab to a private office.  This piece of luck enabled McNab to keep his hidden silk escape map and miniature compass.  





	Beating after beating followed.  





One particularly heavy blow hit me on the jaw....I felt the teeth crack and splinter and then the pain hit me....I tried to spit the fragments out but my mouth was too swollen and numb.  I couldn’t swallow.  The moment my tongue touched the sharp, tender stumps I passed out.�  





	The beatings were interrupted by tactical questioning and McNab began to introduce his prepared cover story - he was a member of a medical search and rescue team and had no understanding of any military matters.  In between the beatings by the guards, the officers attempted to weaken McNab’s resistance by talking about his family and asking him to sign documents which they claimed they would pass to the Red Cross.  Independent reports on the treatment of Coalition PW note that, contrary to the Geneva Convention, Iraq never permitted inspections of the PW by the International Committee of the Red Cross.�  





	Sometime later, McNab was then driven out of the barracks and made brief eye contact with another member of his patrol, ‘Dinger’, who was in similar shape.  





The wink and the small smile, that was all I needed.  I drew immense strength from that one gesture.�  





	While moving the PW to another barracks, the guards allowed a mob of local women to attack McNab.  He was scratched and kicked viciously and forced to kiss pictures of Saddam Hussein.  





	McNab used several mental defences to these terrifying situations, including:  





Using his imagination to fantasise about happier times.  


Making a mental appreciation of his situation and planning for his survival.  


Remembering his conduct after capture training and the case studies of successful PW survival during the Vietnam War.  


Awaiting the respite of the next period of unconsciousness.  





	Throughout this initial period of captivity, McNab struggled to maintain his orientation with a hope that the opportunity for escape might arise.  He remembered the escape map and compass and thought to himself, ‘...I had the mental edge over them’.�  





	The next vehicle move was interrupted by a Coalition air attack.  McNab was keen to use the confusion caused by the attack to make his escape but the opportunity did not arise.  





	After several hours travelling in the vehicle, McNab arrived in Baghdad and the formal interrogation process began.  McNab’s experience of Iraqi interrogation was similar to that of Peters and Nichol.  The interrogators preferred violence to subtlety and had little intellectual understanding of the questions they were asking.  He was offered food and water as part of an interrogation ploy and accepted them both quickly.  After this, McNab was reunited with Dinger and they were able to talk and reinforce each others’ morale.  Clearly, the Iraqis were competent thugs but unskilled interrogators.  





	The next move was to the prison in Baghdad. The walls of the prison cells were marked with bloodstains and inscriptions by previous inmates, some in English. Here the beatings were more even skillfully delivered but McNab was getting conditioned to them, and becoming confident that he would survive.  The beatings descended into torture and involved the use of batons; rubber hoses; whips; balls and chains; heated spoons applied to wounds; and violent tooth extractions.  The ferocity of the torture increased in retribution for the Coalition bombing of Baghdad and because the inquisitors were convinced that McNab was lying.  





	A crucial moment was reached eight days after McNab’s capture.  He was told that the other members of his patrol would be killed if he didn’t stop lying.  McNab decided that he had maintained the cover story for long enough and that no compromise of operational security was now likely.  He quickly developed a new, more plausible cover story in which he admitted to being a member of an infantry reconnaissance patrol, but not special forces.  Fortunately, the interrogators believed him.  





	The beating became less frequent and McNab attempted to establish a rapport with the guards in the prison by asking about their families and discussing soccer.  He was careful not to antagonise the guards and tried to exploit small advantages such as appealing to their sense of humanity and their enthusiasm for sport.  





	The three PW were then moved to a normal prison and were required to be interviewed for a television broadcast.  McNab repeatedly pointed with a straight right finger to his wounded eye, knowing that informed viewers would recognise this as a signal.  After the interview McNab commenced monotonous prison life, in the same prison as many of the captured Coalition aircrew.  





	After several weeks of mundane captivity, McNab heard of the arrival of Major Rhonda Cornum and Sergeant Troy Dunlap, from the crashed Blackhawk.  








Cornum





	Cornum had been in captivity for five days when she arrived at the prison in Baghdad.  





	She had been marched from the site of the helicopter crash and her personal belongings and equipment were stolen.  Her injuries from the helicopter crash included a badly bruised eye, ligament damage to her right knee, a bullet in her shoulder, and a cut on her finger which soon became infected and caused fevers.  Rough handling by the guards had also exacerbated her broken arms and the fractures were now displaced.  Yet she managed to exchange a smile of encouragement with Dunlap, the surviving pathfinder, before they were loaded into a truck and driven to a nearby headquarters.  





	Cornum was asked for her name and unit and decided to admit she was from the 2-229th Attack Helicopter Regiment as it was written on a patch on her flight suit.  She was searched and her dog tags, patches and wedding ring were souvenired by the guards (thus denying later interrogators these valuable sources of information).  They were then loaded back in the truck and moved back to a rear headquarters.





	During this move one of the guards untied Cornum and started to undress and kiss her.  She was appalled that a man would attempt to sexually assault a seriously injured woman and screamed until he stopped.  Cornum was apparently fortunate that the guard feared the repercussions of being caught, and she was not molested again.  Peters, Nichol and McNab had all also feared that they would be raped by their guards but, apart from some malicious threats, this did not occur.�  





	Some of the guards showed some humanity by hand-feeding Cornum and assisting her out of her flight suit and into a more functional robe, which enabled her to use the toilet.  But she received no medical assistance whatsoever.  Cornum resolved that she would survive this frightening situation:  





I was badly injured, perhaps permanently disabled.  More interrogations, and maybe torture, lay ahead.  I knew we were winning the war, but I didn’t know how long it would last....Still I felt lucky to have survived the helicopter wreck.  I felt lucky just to be alive, and I was confident that I would get out of this mess.�  





	During a subsequent interrogation, at the Ba’ath Party Headquarters in Basra, Cornum was offered the ‘opportunity’ to be videotaped.  But she had seen the earlier television interviews with other injured Coalition PW and refused.  





	Later that day Cornum received first aid and some more food.  Dunlap was reluctant to eat his food but Cornum sensibly ordered him to do so.  Even though badly wounded she was very aware that as a commissioned officer she needed to provide leadership at all times.  Cornum found that:





...you can give up control of your mind, but no one can take it from you.  Your captors can torture you and even kill you, but you still have control as long as you can think.�  





	They were then moved to a hospital in Basra and reunited with Sergeant Daniel Stamaris, the third survivor of the crash, who had a broken leg.  Fortunately, Cornum and Stamaris received proper medical treatment at the hospital.  They were quite unaware that the war had already ended two days before!  





	A move by bus to a prison outside Baghdad followed.  Cornum and the others were interrogated once again and Dunlap was beaten for refusing to answer questions.  The next move was to a prison hospital in Baghdad and Cornum’s arms were set in plaster.  After the operation Cornum was able to examine the walls of her cell and like the other Coalition PW she saw the inscriptions of many former prisoners.  She was concerned that she would also be kept for a prolonged period, perhaps as a hostage, but her fears were eased by the news that she was to be sent home.  








RELEASE AND REPATRIATION








	With the end of the war, on 27 February 1991, the PW began to receive improved rations, clean prison uniforms and water for washing.  Overall, Peters and Nichol were imprisoned for seven weeks; McNab six weeks; and Cornum eight days. 





	The Iraqi Government denied that the PW had been mistreated, beaten or tortured.  The Iraqi claims were apparently accepted by independent human rights observers and journalists.�  But the evidence of these first hand accounts of Iraqi captivity contradict the disingenuous Iraqi position.  There is also substantial evidence of previous systematic mistreatment of western prisoners in Iraqi prisons, and by Iraqi-sponsored guerrilla organisations operating in Lebanon.�  





	On 6 March 1991, the Red Cross facilitated the handover of the PW at a bustling photo session in Baghdad.  They were then flown out of Baghdad, the British to Amman and the Americans to Riyadh.  Reception teams, experienced in handling Middle Eastern hostages, processed the former PW.  Extensive medical tests were conducted and counselling was provided to counteract post-traumatic stress syndrome.  





	Ultimately the PW were repatriated, rejoined their families and restarted their normal lives.  








LESSONS








	The experiences of Peters, Nichol, McNab and Cornum provide many useful lessons.  





	The avoidance of capture, and if captured, immediate attempts at escape and evasion, are the best way to avoid the hardships of imprisonment as a PW.  McNab and the other members of his patrol fully appreciated these facts and this can be seen in their epic attempts to evade capture and escape to Syria.�  McNab demonstrated his determination to overcome enormous odds, and in so doing, the high quality of his escape, evasion and resistance to interrogation training.  





	On the other hand, there is no point throwing one’s life away and Peters and Nichol understood this when they decided to surrender rather than face almost certain death from overwhelming numbers of Iraqi troops.  





	If capture seems likely, personnel must not allow documents or maps to fall into enemy hands.  Unit identities are a typical information requirement of interrogators and, to deny this information, unit patches such as Cornum’s, should be avoided.  Personal compromise will also occur if letters or other personal details fall into the hands of captors.  





	Once captured, it is important that PW avoid categorisation and selection as useful sources of information.  PW should appear to know as little as possible and ‘play the grey man’.  McNab understood this principle and insisted that he was an ill-informed medical orderly.  Peters and Nichol could not pretend to be other than aircrew but fortunately their interrogators had no technical knowledge and were unable to exploit them as a source of intelligence.  





	The accounts show that PW will generally experience a process of hasty tactical questioning followed by a series of increasingly detailed interrogations.  These will probably be accompanied by a series of administrative moves from the location of capture, through a variety of holding locations, leading ultimately to a PW camp.  This process will tend to disorientate the PW but they must strive to maintain their orientation and awareness of their surroundings - this is important to the maintenance of morale.  





	The experiences of the captives also show that it is best for PW to persist with the refusal to answer questions other than the big four unless dire circumstances force another course.  McNab demonstrated that feigning fatigue and playing on injuries assisted in this resistance.  





	All of the PW provided moral support to each other.  A grim smile, a wink, or if blindfolded a touch on the arm, may help another PW to resist.  The PW were also able to keep a little of their sense of humour and were occasionally able to see a funny side to their situation.  





	Some of the guards showed some sympathy for the PW and were occasionally kind and helpful to them.  Any opportunity to gain an advantage should be seized by PW, and McNab played on the guards’ humanity with shared interests such as family life and sport.  





	Food and water should be accepted.  The risk posed by the possibility of drugs will generally be lower than the risk of dehydration or lack of food.  





	PW held in third world countries will probably be beaten and possibly subjected to torture or threats against themselves or others.  The Geneva Convention may be held in contempt in such circumstances and may not provide protection to PW.  The use of a gradual release of information (noting that its usefulness as a source of intelligence perishes with age) or a convincing cover story may buy time or placate captors.  McNab, Peters and Nichol expected to be mistreated and they were proved right.  





	Cornum’s situation was unusual because she was severely wounded and this probably saved her from beatings and deliberate torture.  Nevertheless, she was given no first aid for two days, in contravention of the Geneva Convention.  





	Finally, imprisonment in third world countries is likely to involve unsanitary conditions as these are often the norm for third world civilian prisons.  The PW understood this threat and did their best to maintain their health and hygiene to reduce this serious threat to survival.  





	Vice Admiral Stockdale, a United States Navy pilot who endured eight years of mistreatment at the hands of the North Vietnamese, contends that ‘...prisoners of war grow to live on honour and self-respect’.�  He is a believer in the principle of only willingly divulging the big four, but understands through personal experience that a controlled release of information may eventually be necessary.  He believes that ‘...compliance extracted by brute force is in no way as spiritually damaging as that given away on a mere threat’.�  








CONCLUSION








	Each of the PW also learned personal lessons from their captivity and they concluded their books with discussions of these lessons.  Peters believes that the experience of captivity has made him more attentive to his family and less preoccupied with his work.  Nichol is now less argumentative and lives life to the full as if it might end any day.  McNab now never takes anything for granted and is less bothered about minor inconveniences.  Cornum gained a better appreciation of her family, her local neighourhood and her country.�  Overall they all gained a new perspective on the value of life and the importance of surviving.  





	The most compelling lesson which can be drawn from the experiences of these Coalition PW is that survival is almost always possible.  





	Vice Admiral Lawrence, who survived almost six years as a PW in North Vietnam, advises that service personnel to prepare themselves for the possibility of capture in three ways:  





Undergo conduct after capture training, including an introduction to types of mistreatment and interrogation; and the use of cover stories and deception.  


Maintain a high standard of physical fitness, which may overcome physical deprivation and unhealthy conditions.  


‘...Have faith in yourself, your fellow PW, your country, and your family.’�  





	Peters, Nichol. McNab and Cornum proved that the danger, pain, loneliness, hardship and misery of imprisonment can be overcome.  Their accounts of their imprisonment in Iraq in 1991 have provided us with a wealth of lessons in PW survival.  
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