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Tony Hoare joined the Army Cadets, where he learned to fire a gun at the age of 13. He then signed up to the Infantry on his 17th birthday and enlisted into the Royal Green Jackets. He passed SAS selection in 1978 and went on multiple tours and trained numerous recruits, including Andy McNab. Since leaving the Army in 1996, he has undertaken security and consultation on various highly dangerous projects, including a stint as a UN Security Officer in South Sudan. His first book, Born For War, retold his story of the Falklands War and was a WHSmith Travel Book of the Month.




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
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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
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