On the front line at ‘World War
Steve Heaney tells how his elite unit entered Kosovo in 1999
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British paratroopers prepare to enter Kosovo

THE West’s bid to defeat the terrorists of so-called Islamic State and end
the brutal civil war in Syria has been complicated by Russia’s recent
beeﬁng up of its military support for despotic Syrian President Assad.
It’s a deadly throwback to a former conﬂict where Nato and the Russians
found themselves backing opposite sides, and one man knows better than
most how close the West came then to sparking World War Three.
Steve Heaney was one of the ﬁrst British soldiers sent into Kosovo in 1999
with the instruction: “Stop the Russians.”
He was chosen because he was part of a shadowy elite unit of the British
Army, whose handful of members face brutal SAS-style selection, but whose
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existence has rarely been written about.
Until now.

Steve Heaney before an anti-narcotics operation on the Belize-Guatemalan border

Air strikes meant to stop the murderous fanatics in their tracks had done little
to halt their homicidal advance through the civil war-ravaged country.
A steady stream of refugees was ﬂeeing the ethnic butchery, overwhelming
the neighbouring countries and languishing in overcrowded, sun-baked
temporary camps.
In the stiﬂing heat, elite British troops waited patiently on the border for the
political green-light to go in to halt the bloodshed.
They had fully expected to go up against the despotic president’s forces and
the rampaging terror groups but now, suddenly, they were being scrambled to
take on the military might of the president’s key allies — the Russians.
With Nato troops massing for the military action necessary to bring a halt to
the humanitarian disaster, the Russian forces had hastily been beefed up and
a column of their T90 main battle tanks was now racing to seize the country’s
key strategic target.

Steve in Kenya in 1996

The order to the battalion of British paratroopers was simple: “Stop them at all
costs.”
As they raced to their helicopters, Sergeant Steve Heaney recalled: “No matter
how the lads responded, their body language said it all. As we ran, I could read
it in their faces. The blood had drained away.
“They knew their weaponry well enough to realise that nothing we had on us
could halt a T90 in full charge.
“This was futile.
“A suicide mission.

“We were going to get massacred.
“We knelt before the open ramp, sweat-soaked and panting in the burning
heat. To the left and right I could see the pilots in their cockpits hunched over
their maps, trying to work out the best route in. Loadies were crouched by the
doors of the Pumas, ready to shovel the paratroopers aboard.
“As we waited, my mind was a whirl. ‘This is it: World War Three,’ I was
thinking.”

Training in Aldershot in 1993

With Vladimir Putin this month drastically building up Russian military forces
in Syria in support of his ally President Bashar al-Assad, just when Britain is
debating whether to join coalition air strikes against IS fanatics inside civil wartorn Syria, the above account could be an apocalyptic look into the future.
In fact it’s a terrifying look back at how close we came to the start of a global
conﬂict in 1999 when, with genocide taking place in the civil war in Kosovo, the
Russians supported Serbian President Slobodan Milosevic while the West was
desperately trying to end the ethnic cleansing of Albanian Kosovans and stem
the ﬂood of refugees.
Back then, it took the courage of British General Mike Jackson to refuse the
orders of American generals for British forces to go toe to toe with the

Russians racing to seize Pristina airport. He refused to be the man to start
World War Three.
But shortly after the British 1 Para battalion was stood down from immediate
confrontation, Sergeant Heaney WAS among the ﬁrst British troops ﬂown into
Kosovo as the head of a four-man patrol tasked with setting up an
observation post overlooking a key mountain pass, with orders to call in an
artillery bombardment if the Russians came through.
He said: “The CO glanced in my direction. ‘Sergeant Heaney, I want your patrol
to insert ahead of the Battle Group, to a position high above the Kacanic
Deﬁle. I want you to report any movements of Russian or Serb troops, vehicles
or tanks. And if necessary, you’re there to put a stop to them.’
“Bingo. Christmas had just come very f***ing early.

Paratroopers are lifted to the Kosovo border
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“How many British soldiers ever got to spy on the Russians or, if we were
lucky, to rain down shock and awe upon them?” he thought before, in the
early hours of the following morning, Heaney and his patrol were ﬂown across
the border.
He went on: “We were 30 minutes in the air when the pilot announced,
tensely, ‘Five minutes out.’

“I turned to my guys and ﬂashed ﬁve ﬁngers. They nodded and shuﬄed
uneasily in their seats.
“‘Two minutes,’ the pilot announced. I felt the Puma start to lose air speed and
altitude. ‘Thirty seconds.’
“Moments later the arse-end of the helo dropped and there was a thud as it
made contact with Kosovan soil. I grabbed my weapon and jumped out of the
side door, going down on one knee facing the hold. One at a time the lads
threw their Bergens out to me, then followed. I darted ﬁfteen metres to one
side and got down low, the others following suit.
“For a moment I was aware of the pair of Cobra gunships, no more than 25
feet oﬀ the ground and just oﬀ the Puma’s tail ﬁn, twitching to their left and
right as they searched for the enemy. Then I ﬂashed a thumbs-up to the
loadie, he returned it, and the helos were gone.”

Paratroopers march back to camp after being stood down in Kosovo
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The feared confrontation with the Russians never took place but the scenes of
horror Steve found when he moved on to Pristina, as head of a rapid response
team, will stay with him forever.
Severed heads and hands littered the Kosovan capital as gruesome evidence
of the bloody sectarian violence that had been perpetrated there, just as IS

terrorists are today carrying out their own butchery in Syria and Iraq.
Steve’s key role came about because, when the Balkan crisis reached a climax,
he was back on a short posting with his 1 Para to get his Sergeant’s stripes
before returning to the shadowy X Platoon of elite Pathﬁnder troops.
The Pathﬁnder Platoon does not oﬃcially exist, has no budget, and has to
scrounge its weaponry and vehicles but, as Heaney reveals in a new book, its
handful of members are every bit as tough as Britain’s Special Forces.
Shining a rare spotlight on the unit, Heaney, 45, describes in agonising detail
the brutal marches through the Brecon Beacons that X Platoon selection
shares in common with the SAS, and reveals for the ﬁrst time in frightening
detail the severity of the R2I — resistance to interrogation — ordeal they also
share.
He tells how, just when he thought he had completed the toughest selection
tasks, he and his fellow would-be Pathﬁnders were wrestled to the ground by
mystery ﬁgures.
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Heaney wrote: “Four guys pounced on me. They forced my head into the dirt,
face-ﬁrst. ‘Get down! Get F***ing down!’
“I felt powerful arms pinning me down, as one guy wrestled my weapon oﬀ
me. They forced me so deep into the dirt that I was choking on it. F***ing hell,
they were going to suﬀocate me. I tried to lift my head so I could breathe, but
all I succeeded in doing was attracting a series of savage kicks and punches.
“’Keep f***ing down!’ the same voice screamed. ‘Get your f***ing face in the
dirt! who the f*** are you?’ Then: Bang! Bang! Bang! Wild shots ﬁred oﬀ into
the darkness.
“What the f*** was going on? I felt panic rising within me. I didn’t have the

slightest clue what was happening, and I couldn’t breathe.
“Trying to break free, I elbowed my attackers, and screamed: ‘Get f***ing oﬀ
of me! Get oﬀ!’
“’Shut the f*** up!’ the voice yelled back. Smash! Smash! Smash!

Royal Artillery guns deployed in Macedonia
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“A riﬂe butt cracked into my shoulders as whoever these f***ers were forced
me into the dirt once more.”
It was only 36 hours later, after withstanding numerous interrogation
techniques, that Heaney’s ordeal — and selection — ended.
Having become one of the fewer than 40 men who made up the Pathﬁnder
Platoon, Heaney went on a succession of missions, including one in Belize. His
four-man patrol was suddenly withdrawn from training Gurkhas in jungle
warfare to carry out a live reconnaissance mission, after suspected drug
smugglers had attacked a platoon of British Gurkhas on the border of Belize
and Guatemala.
After three days being eaten by mosquitoes while spying on a drugs
settlement from the surrounding jungle, his patrol swam through a sewerage
trench to get into the heart of the community to spy unseen on the gun-toting
smugglers.

After Kosovo, he led his 26-man X Platoon in halting a mass attack by 2,000
bloodthirsty, drugged-up killers from the Revolutionary United Front who were
rampaging through Sierra Leone and on the verge of capturing the capital,
Freetown.
At the height of the battle, Heaney crawled forward to within yards of the
advancing RUF to ﬁre a mortar, sending ﬂares into the air and illuminating the
enemy for his colleagues to pick them oﬀ — an action which earned him the
Military Cross.

British troops on Kosovo peace-keeping mission
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He later left the force to do protection and security work.
Now, looking back on his remarkable experiences, he can see history
repeating itself in Syria.
He said: “Obviously Putin is under an extreme amount of pressure, at home
and abroad. United Nations sanctions, and the downward pressure on oil
prices, has forced Russia to the brink of bankruptcy.
“Similar to the situation in Kosovo, when Nato was projecting itself and Russia
felt left on the sidelines, he feels he needs to demonstrate to the world, and
his own people, that Russia is still a force to be reckoned with.
“He is making a statement and he is using his relationship with Assad and

positioning his forces in the two most key locations in Syria so that he has to
be involved in any negotiations.
“Obama desperately wants to hammer Assad quickly. Putin is putting himself
in the way of that. He is playing a very dangerous game.
“I don’t think he is doing anything to help the ﬁght against IS, even though he
wants to see them gone as much as anyone else. He is just moving his forces
around like chess pieces to make a power statement.”
— X Platoon by Steve Heaney MC with Damien Lewis is published by Orion Books
and is out now.
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