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SNIPER SCHOOL

n 2004, my colleagues gave
me a nickname. My head is
allittle too large for my body.
They called me ‘Sniper’s
Dream’. Eight years later, one
of the world's best snipers
is trying to look around my
massive head and out of the
rear windscreen of his car as
he reverses at great speed
down the hard shoulder of
a Serbian motorway, at
midnight, towards the pub where he
has just accidentally left his bag.

Kylie Minogue's Step Back In Time
blares frormn the radio. I'm scared. He's
6ft 4in, his DNA spliced with grizzly
bear. | try to remember what he told
me: "If you are not scared, you are
crazy. But a sniper can control their
fear” I'm not quite a sniper yet.

We are in the forest near Vrnjacka
Banja, a couple of hours from Belgrade,
to learn how to shoot very small targets
from very far away. The sharpshooter
has long been comnbat’s most feared
soldier. During the First World War,
captured snipers weren't even afforded
the same liberties as the infantry.
Rather than being taken hostage, they
were summarily killed, Their modus
operandi was considered too cold a
method of visiting death upon another.
They are the deadly enemy you cannot
see. They are the very embodiment
of terror. They're the devil.

“Something in the brain of a sniper
is special,” says Dusan (name changed
to protect his identity). ‘A sniper
chooses everything. Who. Where.
When. An execution in the pull of a
trigger. They are the master of a life. The
good sniper is not the best shot, but the
one who can live with it afterwards.

Hed know. In a modern context,
sniping as an art formis
synonymous with the
war that raged in this
region during the
Nineties, a time
when his tutors
and their peers
were first
joining the
Serbian army.
lam keento
know how aman
prepares himself
tosend abulletin
the direction of
someone else. Dusan
tells me a story. He and his
squadron would splitinto pairs, both
don bulletproof vests and take itin
turns to fire a pistol into each other
from a few feet away. “What's scarier?”
he asks. “To shoot your friend or to
look at them pointing a gun at you?
They are both f*cking scary. But
how else are you going to get used
to that feeling?”

That feeling’ is looking through
your scope at a target, knowing that
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with the slightest movement of your
finger, you and the target will forever
be inextricably linked. Only one of you
will still be in working order.

| am handed a gun for the first
time in my life and after some training
inhowto use it, givena bulletina
golden casing. It is 79mm calibre,
and apparently, “there is not a single
bulletproof vest in the whole world that
can stop it”. This would suggest there
is no such thing as a bulletproof vest.

BULLET TIME

When you look through a rifle’s scope,
the gun becomes an organ. The
crosshair quivers with the nervous
staccato of your breath. The barrel
mimics the drumbeat of your heart.
Stillness is an impossibility. Your job is
to find peace in the opposite of peace.
The fight is as mental as it is physical.

| learn of one Serbian soldier who,
fearing that hed been spotted, had no
choice but to lay silently awake in the
rain, mud and burning sunshine for
eight days straight before making his
escape. He can no longer urinate and
isregularly hooked up to a kidney
dialysis machine.

A sniper represents both
destruction and isolation, an
idiosyncrasy that has fuelled a
romantic image of them. Films are
based on their lives, games (such as
the inspiration for this trip, upcoming
release Sniper: Ghost Warrior 2) are
based on their skilland myths are
borne of what they did or didn't
do. Nine seconds of Lee Harvey
Oswalds life are among the most
discussed in history.

“It's a sh*tty job," says Dusan.
“There is no glory. You can't clean your
teeth. You can't eat. You are a hunter,
they are the animal. Most
soldiers have each other,
but not snipers - they
have to go looking
for trouble on their

own. In10 years
of war here,
everyone had
achance tokill.
Most people
can't, or can'tdo

itagain. Some
can. They are the

snipers. They're not

maniacs. They are
normal people. But at the
same time, they are different”

| fire and the barrel burns the air
around it. The sulphur stinks of all the
world's bad eggs. I've no idea whether
| hit the target some 100 metres away.
The kick of the shot threatened to
smash my eye socket to a paste, so |
tried to get out of the way. It's pointless
to say there is no feeling like firing a
gun. There is no feeling like doing the
Hoovering. There is no feeling like a
cutting your toenails. But nothing
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SHARPSHOOQOTERS WHO PUT
WILLIAM TELL TO SHAME

. Corporal Craig Harrison, Ct al
Zeroing in on two Taliban
machine gunners 1.54 miles
away, Corporal Harrison, of the
Blues and Royals, pulled off the
longest sniper shoton record by
taking out both insurgents. He
had to fire 6ft up and 20in to the
left to allow for the bullets’ spin
and drift over distance.

Carlos Hathcock, Vietnam

The North Vietnamese Army
(NVA) had a $30,000 bounty

on US sniper Hathcock. One

rival NVA sniper, named ‘Cobra’,
sought to claim the money when
he had Hathcock in his crosshairs,
but the American had seen
Cobra’s weapon glinting and put
a bullet down the enemy’s scope.
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The team lay on a Destroyer
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HIS FIRST TARGET PRACTICE

THE SERBIAN TUTORS HONED
| THEIR CRAFT IN THE REGIONAL |
‘CONFLICTS OF THE NINETIES

waiting for the perfect shot, They
fired at the same time from 800
yards, dropping three pirates and
leaving the captain unscathed.

7% 1:[s7d The Royal Marine
corporal hitan Iraqi shooter inthe
chest from 900 yards, killing him
instantly. Fierce winds meanthe
had to aim 56ft to the left and 35ft
above his target. “It was a bit like
David Beckham taking a free-
kick,” Hughes said of his shot.

‘Steve Reichert, Lutafiyah Irag,
Py Marine Corps

Reichert saw three enemy
soldiers duck behind a brick

wall. He approximated where

the targets would be and fired
around from a mile away. It
penetrated the wall and killed one
man, disabling the other two with
shrapnel and brick fragments,
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