A PLAYERS STORY FROM THE SENIOR MEN’S TEAM 

BY SAC Neil THOMAS
On 30 Jun 08, I was attached to 904 Expeditionary Air Wing (EAW) in Kandahar, one of the Royal Air Force’s significant contributions to Operation HERRICK in Afghanistan. This arid, rugged terrain with its humid and often harsh climate was to be my home for 4 months. Although I had been deployed previously to Iraq, this was my first time in Afghanistan. On the whole I was excited, but I had moments of apprehension when I thought about the challenges and the opportunities that lay ahead. However, this is what we all join up for, (although the occasional football game for the Air Force is always an added bonus!) and what the pre-deployment training is there to prepare you for.

Working in the General Engineering Section as a Ground Electrical Technician, I would be responsible for the maintenance and repair of a diverse range of vehicles such as the large articulated aircraft refuelling vehicles, cargo trucks, specialist fire-fighting vehicles, and snatch land rovers to name a few. I’d also be responsible for the numerous and varied ground support equipment in theatre which included ground power units for starting aircraft, hydraulic rigs, air conditioning units, rotary and fixed wing aircraft batteries. A secondary duty of mine, of equal importance, would be to oversee the design, installation and maintenance of all temporary electrical installations that are implemented during deployed operations. This included supporting the generators that are an essential element of such facilities. With Kandahar Airfield, Camp Bastion and other areas to cover, I certainly had my work cut out.

The working days were long and hard but we were lucky to have such great sporting and welfare facilities. I’d had my break from playing over the summer and with the new football season fast approaching there was no time to rest. So at every opportunity, like most of the other guys on camp, it was a case of going down to one of the 3 gyms available to us on site. Not many players can say they completed their pre-season training in Afghan, but the detachment from the usual everyday distractions made it easy to focus. I set myself a training program which would gradually become more intense as the weeks went by.
The Physical Education staff had just started a 5 a side league, and as my boss was running the section side, I was drafted without even a chance to ask any questions. Straight into the squad, and first game up was against the Parachute Regiment of all teams. I attempted a couple of Cruyff turns, drag backs and some step-over’s, however, the 6ft 4 inch and 16 stone centre half member of the elite Paras had other ideas. He’d been told to man mark and ‘take out’ the “Ginger RAF Player” - Welcome to Afghanistan! The games only lasted 10 minutes, but it was like going back in time to the era of Norman Hunter, Chopper Harris and Billy Bremner (as you can imagine), but as always I rolled up my sleeves, dug deep, gave as good as I got and showed the RAF’s true fighting spirit. And then promptly came off after 3 minutes. This particular game ended in a draw, but after a series of matches against teams made up of players from the coalition forces serving in Afghanistan, we finished up scooping the league and cup double!

My Afghanistan tour came to an end in Nov 08, when it was back to normal as far as day to day living was concerned, and with my fitness program finished I couldn’t wait to get back and grace the hallow turf of the Genquip Stadium, Port Talbot Town FC once again. And of course, to don the sky blue strip of the RAF and endeavour to retain the Inter Services trophy. I hope everyone enjoys the game and just hope the 6ft 4 inch Para hasn’t been recently drafted into the Army squad for tonight’s match!
