The Sergeants

In any Infantry Regiment, the Sergeants are the back bone. If the Officers are the sometimes unpredictable brain, it is the Sergeants, the central nervous system, that ensure that the brain’s commands are carried out. In no other regiment is this truer than in the Royal Irish Regiment and in Ranger Company we have the pick of the bunch.

Company Sergeant Major (CSM) O’Connor is a career soldier who hails from Dublin. As the senior soldier in Ranger Company he has served for 20 years in both The Royal Irish Rangers and its successor, The Royal Irish Regiment. Service in Northern Ireland and Bosnia as well as Germany, Cyprus, Jordan, Kenya, the Falklands, Canada and Belize has preceded his current tour in Sangin, Afghanistan. He has family history with the Irish regiments stretching back to the Boer War, with great grandfathers serving in both the Royal Navy and the Royal Dublin Fusiliers during World War 1. His grandfather served in WW2 and an uncle served with the Parachute Regiment during the Suez Campaign. Whilst the CSM’s family associations with the British military are extensive they are not untypical of many Irish families’ pasts.
7 Platoon Sergeant, Sergeant P.J Brangan from Kildare, is something of a legend in Ranger Company. A veteran of Northern Ireland, Iraq, Kosovo and Afghanistan, he has been toe to toe with the Taliban before during the heavy fighting in Musa Qaleh in 2006. An imposing character, he has a vocabulary of profanities unlike any other man I have met, and is a constant source of morale for the Rangers in the platoon. Sergeant B never meant to join the Army. Whilst working in the U.K. he joined the Territorial Army (the U.K.’s Reserve Defence Force) for a bit of craic, loved it and ended up going full time with the Royal Irish. He hasn’t looked back. He has travelled to Cyprus, Kuwait, Canada, Kenya and Belize on the British Government’s bill and enjoys the varied lifestyle offered by the Army. He sees his role in the war in Afghanistan ‘as a soldiers duty to go where he is told’ although he notes with pride ‘how far Sangin has come along in the 2 years since I was last here’.
Terry Furlong, from Kilkenny didn’t even know there was an Irish Regiment when he attempted to enlist in the Parachute Regiment 14 years ago. Today as a Sergeant Major in 1 Royal Irish, he is responsible for the training and mentoring of the Afghan Army Company based out of a small patrol base near Sangin D.C.  He says his role ‘requires more diplomacy than the Paris Peace Conference’ but he nonetheless gets a lot of reward from it. Out on their own with a small team of Irishmen around him, he is something of a latter day Lawrence of Arabia, enjoying none of the usual military comforts and mixing freely with his Afghan Army comrades. 

In Ranger Company, the CSM and Sergeants have a lot of responsibility. The CSM wears many hats and is responsible for the running of the patrol base as far as logistics, administration, discipline, casualty evacuation and welfare are concerned. It is the CSM’s job to see that everything that is needed from weapons to boot laces is available to the soldiers on demand, as well as overseeing the reconstruction of the base to accommodate an influx of soldiers. 
On the ground, the CSM and the Sergeants are responsible for the re-supply of ammunition and other combat essentials to the platoons, both in and out of contact with the enemy. Most important is the coordination of the company’s casualty evacuation system, which can be complex when the platoons are on patrol. Ultimately the platoon sergeants work directly to the CSM and together they ensure that any soldier, regardless of injury and no matter how dangerous the situation is, is extracted to immediate medical attention. This comes in the form of a fully qualified doctor at base or a highly trained surgical team swooping down from the skies into a smoke marked Helicopter Landing Site.
