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Sierra Leone, 2000.

While on patrol as part of a peacekeeping mission, eleven British soldiers are kidnapped.

The captors are a dangerous rebel group known as the West Side Boys. Fuelled by alcohol and drugs, the behaviour of the rebels is notoriously unpredictable. How long the soldiers have, no one knows. Rescuing them becomes the British military's highest priority, and so they bring in the SAS for Operation Barras, a mission that will go down in special forces history.

After negotiations break down, there are fears that the men being held in the compound could be executed at any moment, but there is no easy way in to save them. The only option is to shock the enemy on their home turf. A plan is put in place. The ambush begins.

Told from the perspectives of multiple people involved in the operation, and with Tony Hoare's expert insight into the forces, this is a heart-pounding retelling of one of the SAS's most dangerous missions.
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‘Don’t fuck with the British, because we will come out fighting.’

A serviceman who served on Operation Barras




INTRODUCTION

Hostage rescue missions are one of the first things that come to mind when we think about special forces. Oftentimes these operations involve saving the lives of a handful of individuals, but in September 2000, one mission conducted by the British military saved the lives of thousands. Operation Barras – as this mission was known – was not only successful in its immediate objectives, but helped bring an end to the long and brutal civil war in the West African country of Sierra Leone.

The events that unfolded began with a British humanitarian mission in the region. Rebel forces in the country were pressing in on the capital and the aid workers were trying to evacuate British citizens and protect local people against the violence. But three and a half months into the mission, a vehicle patrol of the Royal Irish Rangers was ambushed on dirt roads in the jungle and taken prisoner by the West Side Boys, a dangerous rebel group responsible for the murder and torture of thousands of people. Numbering some 600 fighters, the West Side Boys were well-organised, well-armed and well-defended in jungle terrain that would make any rescue attempt a nightmare. The violent rebels were fuelled by drink and drugs, making their behaviour as unpredictable as it was horrific. It also made negotiation impossible, and after several peaceful attempts to secure the release of the hostages failed, there was only one choice left for the British government:

Launch a rescue, and use the best soldiers in the world to do it.

A squadron of the SAS was chosen for the mission, supported by members of the Special Boat Service (SBS), aircrews of the Army Air Corps and RAF, and soldiers of the Parachute Regiment. It was a small force that would be heavily outnumbered, but Britain’s leaders had faith that their elite soldiers could pull off the impossible. If they were wrong, then it wasn’t only the hostages who would die: the lives of hundreds of service personnel hung in the balance too.

This book is about the men on the ground who risked their lives to save others. I have interviewed veterans of the mission and used their own words wherever possible. The reason why I have taken this approach is simple: it was their lives on the line, and when it comes down to it, you can make as many plans and decisions in an air-conditioned office as you like, but it ultimately rests on young men with a rifle in their hands and half a house carried on their backs to execute it.

The main exception to these first-hand accounts is the testimony of Special Forces soldiers, which cannot be included for reasons of operational security. Instead I have used an amalgamation of stories and experiences to tell their side of the story, based on members of the SAS who are known to me personally through my many years of service with the regiment, where I ended my Army career as a sergeant major of a Sabre Squadron. Since then, I have worked in private military and security matters around the world. I would never wish to place my comrades in danger – old and new – and I’m sure that you, as someone who has an interest in the regiment, will understand why these sections of the book have needed to be dramatised. What you will read is based on fact, and on my own long experience in the Special Forces, but will not reveal anything that would place my comrades at risk. Since Operation Barras, our elite regiments have taken part in many more hostage rescue missions around the world, some of which have been reported on, and others not. This is for good reason, as what may be an entertaining read for one person can be information for an enemy of the future.

I would like to thank everyone who made this book possible, particularly those who gave me their time and trust to tell their story. It deserves to be told, and to be known. And not only so that we as the British public can appreciate the sacrifices that are made both on our behalf, and for people in need around the world, but so that our enemies will know the cost of threatening the lives of our soldiers, and citizens, and friends. I would also like to acknowledge that it can be no easy thing to recall events of 25 years ago, especially when the moments are chaotic and involve stakes of life or death. In these circumstances, soldiers fighting a few metres away from each other might have very different memories of what happened.

I know this first hand, having played my part in operations in Northern Ireland, the Falklands and the Gulf War. I know what it’s like to have bullets coming at you and adrenaline pumping through your veins, and while some moments are burned into your memory so strongly that you can never forget them, other incidents melt together and can become a blur. Some things you want to remember, and others you want to forget.

‘This is the first time I’ve ever recalled (the events) actually,’ I was told by one of those involved in the rescue. ‘I don’t have the desire to recall these stories all the time. I’ve got enough shit on my plate.’

These men told me what they remember not for their own glory, but because they want the actions of their comrades and their units to be remembered. And they should. Operation Barras cemented the reputation of the British armed forces not only as one of the best trained militaries in the world, but as a force for good within it. Following the Iranian Embassy siege in 1980, the SAS had been regarded as the gold standard of hostage rescue, providing the template for many other elite units such as America’s Seal Team Six, and Germany’s GSG 9. It may surprise people to know then that it wasn’t until Operation Barras, some 20 years later, that the SAS rescued British service personnel for the first time. The mission was also a historic moment for the 1st Battalion, the Parachute Regiment, as it led to their permanent role as the UK’s Special Forces Support Group (SFSG) six years later. As someone who took part in the Pebble Island raid during the Falklands War, I cannot speak highly enough of what was achieved by all those involved in Operation Barras. It’s the stuff that you dream about doing as a soldier, and the kind of battle that instantly becomes legend.

From start to finish, Operation Barras was a perfect example of the exemplary standards held by all arms of the British armed forces, and the high levels of cooperation that exist between each branch. It displayed the service personnel’s individual bravery, skill and grit in the face of a deadly enemy, all in some of the most difficult combat operations terrain in the world.

The people who took part in this heroic mission came from all corners of the UK, and others from further afield. A few were heavily experienced in combat. Others were young soldiers of 18 seeing it for the first time. Some had joined the Army for adventure, and others because of a recruiting slogan that set them both a challenge and an expectation.

Be the Best it told them.

And they were.

Tony Hoare




CHAPTER 1

THOSE WHO ANSWERED THE CALL

How it Began

On 25 August 2000, Major Alan Marshall, a company commander in the Royal Irish Regiment, was leading a patrol in the blistering jungle heat of Sierra Leone.

The patrol was part of British peacekeeping operations in the region that had seen decades of war and the atrocities that come with conflict. Marshall’s force consisted of three Land Rovers, 11 soldiers and Lieutenant Musa Bangura, an interpreter from the national army. Their destination was a Jordanian army camp, as the Jordanians were also part of the UN mission in the country.

For reasons that remain unclear even today, Major Marshall decided to divert his patrol, leaving the planned route and instead driving towards the village of Gberi Bana, which was known to be the location of one of the country’s most deadly and brutal rebel groups – the West Side Boys.

While it may seem like a strange move, Simon Fordham, Marshall’s commanding officer at the time, addressed his decision in a later interview: ‘Whatever Alan did and does as a military officer, he does because he perceives that to be the correct course of duty. There is no question of any map reading error. There is no question of him not knowing what he was doing.’*

Whatever the reason, this decision was about to begin a chain of events that would lead to a pivotal moment in Britain’s military history. As the Royal Irish patrol drove deeper into the Ocra Hills, a large force of 50 to 150 West Side Boys emerged from the jungle and blocked the road ahead of them. The patrol was soon surrounded and outgunned by rebels toting machine guns and rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs). As tensions began to rise, Ranger Rowell quietly said to his company commander, ‘Shall I take him down, sir?’† with his weapon aimed at the man who appeared to be their leader. Major Marshall instead urged caution and attempted to negotiate with the man who soon introduced himself by exclaiming, ‘Me be the Colonel SAVAGE and dis is de SAVAGE GROUP!’

Despite Marshall’s insistence that their patrol was only routine, Savage launched into accusations. ‘You done come to ATTACK de West SIDE! And you go pay-pay de heavy price for doing so!’‡

Major Marshall now faced an impossible choice – surrender to these rebels or face the almost certain annihilation of his troops. Fearing for their lives and his soldiers’ families, Marshall decided to accept surrender. His soldiers laid down their arms and were quickly overrun by the West Side Boys. Despite Marshall’s calm demeanour and attempts at diplomacy, his soldiers were subjected to a mob of drug-crazed rebels who quickly began to tear at their equipment, ripping off pouches, grenades and weapons, and violently beating them into submission as they dragged them from their Land Rovers.

And things were only going to get worse.

The rangers were taken into captivity by the West Side Boys and moved to the jungle village of Gberi Bana. Their Land Rovers and heavy equipment would be taken to Magbeni, a second village that lay on the south bank of a river that dissected the two villages. Through a haze of ganja smoke and cordite from celebratory gunfire, the British soldiers were lined up and forced to kneel and endure the jeers of their captors.

‘West Side one, British Army none!’* the rebels screamed. They were cocksure and full of confidence, but the ‘game’ of war was just beginning.

Back in Britain, a task force was soon assembled, made up of the cream of the country’s fighting men.

What Manner of Men

The soldiers and airmen who took part in Operation Barras came from all over the United Kingdom and from a variety of backgrounds. Some grew up in Britain’s largest cities, while others, like Jason MacLeod of the Parachute Regiment, were from one of the nation’s most remote corners.

‘I grew up on the West Coast of Scotland in a village called Lochinvar. Population 500. Pretty isolated location, but beautiful, gorgeous location. You couldn’t have more freedom. As far as the eye could see (it was) hills (and) lochs.’

This environment was perfect for a child with a personality like Jason’s. ‘I was quite an adventurous kid. I wasn’t inside on a Saturday watching cartoons. I was always out on my bike, walking the hills or building huts. I was always a bit of a . . . wouldn’t say trouble maker, but liked to push it a bit, maybe, and could potentially have gotten into trouble had I grown up somewhere else, and there was crowds of kids that weren’t a good influence. If you’re in a city, there’s plenty of those people, and it’s easy to fall into that. But there wasn’t many of those people (where I lived) so that kind of saved me in a way, because I know for a fact I could have gone down that road of being a rascal.’

Jason’s primary school only numbered around 50 pupils, and his secondary, 200. ‘Secondary school was about 40 miles away. Every day we’d get on the bus, hour there, hour back, which was perfect. People are like horrified that you’re on the bus two hours a day, but that’s where I did all my homework, I never did homework once at home. Ever.’

Despite being from such a small village, Jason came across several veterans who had served in the armed forces. ‘Growing up, D-Day was still a thing. Every year there would be a big event in the village hall where we’d celebrate D-Day. There was a lot of veterans in the village. My dad did a bunch of interviews with them, realising they were dying off, and all these stories would die with them, and they’d be forgotten. So he decided to go round and get all these stories off these people. I found that pretty inspirational. Also, my next door neighbour, his brother ended up joining the Highlanders.

‘I didn’t know any details about the Army apart from you go around keeping fit and potentially go to war. As a 17-year-old kid, that was all I needed to know.

‘I loved sports. I was good at sports. What can I do? . . .(In the) military we’re running every day. Sounds perfect.’

Jason’s path to the Army then began with an unexpected turn. ‘So one night there was a birthday party going on in the village hall. We had a guy who had the alcohol licence, and I was 16 at the time or 15 even. He comes out, French guy and he’s kinda like “any of you fuckers drinking tonight, I’ll kick your ass!” I’m at that age where I’m starting to think I’m a man and I said, “alright, you’re gonna kick my arse are ya?” so he comes up to me, knees me in the bollocks, tries to headbutt me and punches me. I was instantly humbled.

‘At that exact moment, a guy called Martin Bird just happened to be walking around the corner. Martin Bird was 3 Para during the Falklands, went on to be a helicopter pilot and flew in the Gulf, later retired as a major. He’d retired to our village and as I say, just happened to catch me getting dropped to the floor. The night went on and I ended up walking home with him. He asked me what I wanted to do and I said I was thinking about the Army and he says, “Oh are ya, really?” I’m like “yeah” and he says, “alright then, be at my house, tomorrow morning, 9 a.m.”

‘From thereon in, he started training me. Every weekend we’d go out in the hills. We’d do TABs, we’d do all kinds of training with the goal of going to depot within a year.’

Although Jason’s training under the guidance of the former paratrooper was going well, he came across a roadblock that many potential recruits face when trying to join the armed forces – a pre-existing medical condition. Jason had the skin condition psoriasis, and was told that this would preclude him from service. At least for the moment.

‘At that time the Highlands was going through a bit of depression, before tourism got big. The goal was to get out of the Highlands, so I’m like, what am I going to do now? Anyway, Martin suggested that I moved down to Leeds, his brother was ex 2 Para.’

Jason took the plunge and moved from his small village in Scotland to one of England’s largest cities. ‘(I) moved to Leeds, working at Parcelforce, sorting boxes and mail. The moment the time was right, I think I was 17, I applied and by the time I went through that process I was 17 and three months on the dot almost. That was how I got into it.’

Jason enlisted into the British Army in April of 1999 and didn’t hold high expectations of seeing active service. ‘I think a lot of people in the 90s, it was like “you’ll never get called up” so the risk when they signed on the dotted line, I don’t think it was realised that there was potential real life risk involved. You just hear “oh yeah, we went to Cyprus, we went to Jamaica for two weeks’ training”, that kind of stuff, you just think you’re going around the world, getting paid to keep fit like a professional athlete.’

Jason saw this attitude change during the wars in Iraq and Afghanistan. ‘The news, ten, 15 years ago, there was stories about soldiers being killed left and right, so (I have) huge respect for the guys that signed up in the last 20 years, knowing there’s a significant chance that something could happen to them.’

And though Jason didn’t expect to see action, he knew that by joining the Parachute Regiment, he had a high chance of being involved in any operations that were on the horizon for the British Army. ‘I wanted to be a part of the best regiment possible, and from my understanding, I still think to this day, that was the right choice and that’s why I went in that direction.

‘In terms of how far I was going to go, I didn’t have any expectations, just kinda like let’s do it and see what happens.’

While Jason MacLeod’s focus had always been on joining the Army, many other servicemen grew up with aspirations of joining a different service to the one that they eventually served with.

Javier Ojeda had joined the Air Cadets as a child and was at first drawn towards the occupation of pilot. This interest shifted over time. ‘While I was in the cadets, I was drawn to the ground defence stuff, like the RAF Regiment.

‘Then I thought if I’m going to do that, I might as well do it in the Army. On the way to the RAF recruiting office in Chester, you walk past the Army recruiting office, so I thought it would be rude not to see what they had, and I walked in.’

Javier was instantly drawn to the Parachute Regiment. ‘The guy said it was really tough, do you wanna try something easier? And I was like, the more you try to talk me out of it, the more I want to do it.’

It seemed like a match made in heaven for a boy who had always loved testing himself in the outdoors. ‘By my name, you probably realise I’m not 100 per cent British; my father is Venezuelan. A load of them came over from Venezuela, he met my mum, then I happened. I was born here in the UK, lived in Venezuela for a short time, then came back, was schooled here. I was always wearing camouflage, running around with sticks, the usual young boy, shoot ’em up sort of thing. Then I joined Scouts, Cub Scouts, Cadets.

‘Midway through high school I had a couple instances of bullying, then I started to play rugby and it brought me out of my shell a bit.’

Javier had family members who had served in the armed forces, but this didn’t make it easy on his mother when he decided to follow in their footsteps. ‘The only person in my family prior to me was my grandad. He was in the Navy. He was there when they sank the Bismarck, on HMS Victorious I think. I never really spoke to him much. My great grandad was in the trenches, First World War, lost his leg. He was alive until I was about five, but again never got to talk to him. There wasn’t really any prerequisite for the family to sort of join the military, I think it was just in me, I needed to do it.’

When Javier went into the recruiting office he was told that he’d need his parents’ permission to join, as he was under 18 years old. ‘Being 17 and a half, I needed my mum to sign for me to go in. So I phoned her up and said, “Mum, I’m joining the Army, I’m joining the Paras” – I think she burst out crying. I think her words were, “What do you want to join mindless thugs for?” and I thought, brilliant!’

Joining the Army in 1994, there were still several conflicts that were fresh in Javier’s – and Britain’s – memory. ‘The Falklands was big when I was little. I was five. I remember seeing flashes on the news and things like that on TV. When I joined, most of my instructors in the depot were Falklands vets so it’s hard not to get that kind of build up from them. When they’re talking you through section attacks and things, it’s much more pertinent when they’re like, “I know it works, Joe. I’ve done it.” There’s no arguing with that. No comeback at all.’

Steven Wilson, from Dumfries, had his first taste of soldiering in the Territorial Army. ‘I grew up in the era where you were outside from dusk til dawn – climbing trees, building tree huts, all this Generation X stuff, proper childhood. I liked rugby but there generally was not a lot of rules associated with the kind of rugby I used to play. It was whoever had the ball, they’re the ones who got targeted. Played a bit of football, but that’s just growing up, setting up teams with your pals and stuff that you do after school.

‘I was a mechanic by trade and one of my pals was in the TA. The only TA near us was the King’s Scottish Borders. So I joined that. I was in there for about four and a half years. Became a PTI, and then I thought I want to do this full time because my understanding is, if you go through basic and you signed on, you’ve got to wait a year to get out. I wanted to make sure that I was going to enjoy it, hence doing the TA for a bit.

‘I was an apprentice mechanic. Served my time on Volkswagens at the Dumfries motor academy. I enjoyed working on my mates’ cars, my own cars, yeah I enjoyed that but I wanted something different . . . it’s a good trade to fall back on, the basics are all the same. I just wanted more, there was nae money in it. Unless you’ve got your own business, and everybody’s got a workshop somewhere so you’ve got to compete with everybody. I just wanted more and the TA kind of gave me that jump on the wagon and away we go – on the back of a four-tonner trying to get your sleeping bag out because you’re travelling for three hours and you’re all shivering your bollocks off.’

Although the Territorial Army was part time, it gave Steven an insight into what he could expect should he join the Regular Army. ‘It was a little bit hard when you first went to it, that was when I was 17. I didn’t know anything about it, I didn’t know the lifestyle, it was my first introduction into being in the so-called military and all that. But I loved it. You got to blow shit up, they gave you a gun. It was like fuck, and you got paid for it! I enjoyed it, I enjoyed the getting out rather than at the weekend, you’d be on the lash with your pals, whereas with this you’re running about with guns with your other pals, blowing shit up, and doing section attacks.’

Joining the TA also gave Steven an insight into one of the realities of soldiering that isn’t covered in the recruiting pamphlets – being cold, wet, and often miserable. ‘I wanted to down tools and just walk haeme in the middle of Otterburn,’ he joked, adding that this kind of experience is what pulls people together as a team. ‘You jelled together, you were like, “come on. It’s just cold and wet”. The corporals and all that were like “this is your bread and butter, get used tae it”. And so it toughened you up.’

After several years in the TA, Steven was confident that the army life was for him. He made the decision to become a regular soldier and serve full time. ‘I went into the recruitment office and done all the tests and shit like that and I’m like “what’s the hardest to get into?” and obviously there was a Para Reg lad behind the desk and he said, “Paras . . . You get to jump out of an aeroplane. Civvies would pay thousands for this.” That sounded good to me. So that’s what I signed up for.’

Being over the age of 18, Steven didn’t need his mother’s permission to join, but breaking the news of soldiering to a parent is often difficult. ‘She was obviously concerned because it’s your mum, but because I’d done the build up in the TA it wasn’t as much of a blow . . . It was a softer blow but she knew that I wanted to dae it.’

Steven later found out that he wasn’t the first person in his family to want to earn the prestigious maroon beret. ‘My papa was over in India during the Second World War and so was my uncle. My papa was a sergeant and my uncle was a regimental sergeant major.

‘When I came out of the Army, I looked back because my dad died when I was eight years old, and I wanted to look if there was anybody on his side who was military, and I found out that my grandpa Wilson was in the Parachute Regiment and he was due to jump into Arnhem but he had a parachuting accident and broke his ankle so obviously he couldnae jump in. I’ve got his cap badge and all that in my bedroom.’

The Battle of Arnhem, fought in September 1944, was the northernmost part of Operation Market Garden, an ambitious airborne operation to secure multiple bridges over the river Rhine after the allied armies had pushed German forces out of France. The US 101st and 82nd airborne divisions seized Eindhoven and Nijmegen respectively, while Arnhem was left to 12,000 men of the British 1st Airborne Division and the Polish 1st Independent Parachute Brigade. The plan was for the British XXX Corps (AKA 30 Corps) to reach the Paras at Arnhem within four days and to roll over the bridge they would have captured and into Germany. However, a combination of poor planning and bad luck meant that, rather than facing the expected third-rate troops, the Paras came across an SS Panzer battalion and, lacking any heavy equipment of their own, failed to effectively secure the bridge. Moreover, Field Marshall Montgomery’s timeframe of four days for XXX Corps to reach Arnhem proved to be heavily optimistic and by day eight of the operation, they had not arrived and the Germans had blocked any further advances. The following day, what remained of the British airborne forces were ordered to withdraw back across the Rhine. Of the 12,000 that were dropped by parachute or came in by glider, around 8,000 were casualties.

The Battle of Arnhem has ever after been an especially important part of regimental history for those that serve in the Parachute Regiment, as it represents the pinnacle of the airborne spirit. Operation Market Garden saw British paratroopers make do and fight to the bitter end despite all the odds being against them. Despite a drop zone too far from the objective, a lack of heavy weapons, being surrounded, outnumbered and outgunned, they fought well beyond what was expected of them. They punched well above their weight thanks to their aggression, adaptability and a dogged determination that highlights ‘what manner of men’ wear the maroon beret.

Simon McLean began his journey to becoming one of these men in the mid-90s. ‘I grew up in Wolfdale, north of Leeds. I joined the cadets when I was 13, initially to go into the RAF but when I was in the cadets, got interested in the Army then and basically from the age of 14, 15, I was interested in joining the Paras. Boyhood dream really.’

Like Javier Ojeda, who he would later serve with, Simon’s military aspirations had begun with the dream of becoming a pilot. ‘I think it came from when the Gulf War was on, about 1991. Initially I wanted to be a pilot at the age of 13. A bit of a pipedream. That’s what led me to join the cadets. When I was in the cadets, we had a lot to do with 4 Para in Pudsey which wasn’t too far away and then I started to get interested in that. One thing led to the other really.’

Simon didn’t know at that time that he would one day be involved in one of the British armed forces’ most daring missions, but such risky exploits were not a first in his family. ‘My grandfather served in World War II . . . He was RAF Pathfinders.’

RAF Pathfinders would fly ahead of the bomber forces to mark the targets. This often meant flying low into enemy anti-aircraft fire and, being more lightly armed aircraft, potentially having to fight their way through German fighters without the benefit of a team of airgunners aboard.

‘He’s been dead a long time now,’ Simon said of his grandfather. ‘He got shot down over France on the way . . . over Normandy, it was 1943. He then spent about 12 weeks evading capture and the Resistance helped him over the Pyrenees into Spain. Then he made his way down to Gibraltar, and from Gibraltar to the UK. The World War II generation are the sort of people you look up to.’

As well as being inspired by the courage of these previous generations, Simon also knew the importance of remembering those who had made the ultimate sacrifice – something which was an important part of the cadets’ calendar. ‘I think every year there was always something on. Remembrance Sunday and a big parade. I used to love all that stuff.’

Over time, Simon began to gravitate away from the idea of becoming aircrew towards the infantry side of the service. ‘I knew I wanted to join the Paras. When I got to the careers office, the careers sergeant said you can join my regiment, this or the other, it was all in one ear and out the other. I knew straight away and said “I’m only interested in joining the Paras”.

‘I think it was a fact it’s hard
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