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At length did cross an Albatross,

Through the fog it came;

As if it had been a Christian soul,

We hailed it in God’s name.

[… ]

The many men, so beautiful!

And they all dead did lie:

And a thousand thousand slimy things

Lived on; and so did I.

 

I looked upon the rotting sea,

And drew my eyes away;

I looked upon the rotting deck,

And there the dead men lay.

[… ]

I closed my lids, I kept them close,

And the balls like pulses beat;

For the sky and the sea, and the sea and the sky

Lay like a load on my weary eye,

And the dead were at my feet.

 

 

From The Rime of the Ancient Mariner,

Samuel Taylor Coleridge, 1798
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AUTHOR’S NOTE

I was born for war.

I can tell you this with certainty and with no shadow of doubt. I’ve never wanted anything else. I’ve never been better at anything else.

Every person has a calling. Some spend their lives searching for it. Others know it from childhood, but their life’s purpose seems always out of reach.

I was lucky. From when I was a little boy I knew that I was on this earth to carry a rifle. I wanted to do it for my country. Later, I would do it for money. In my time I have been an infantry soldier, a special forces operator and a hired gun. I served in three wars with the SAS, each campaign different to the last, but all with one thing in common: we needed to kill the enemy before they killed us.

This book is primarily about my time in the Falklands War – the aim of which was to reclaim British territories from Argentinian occupation. It is a story of raids and battles, and victories and loss. It is a story about elation, disappointment, anger and pain. I’ve been involved with many acts of war. Witness to many more. As a member of D Squadron, 22 SAS, I had a privileged position in the task force dispatched by Great Britain to retake the islands in the South Atlantic. I was with the force that retook South Georgia. I was on the raid at Pebble Island. I fought on the Falklands. And, almost like one of the journalists in the task force, I was afforded a good amount of freedom between our special forces missions, roaming the many ships that we operated from. I talked to the crews. I watched the helicopters work. I cheered the Sea Harriers as they took off into the attack and watched them return victorious.

It was a short war, but it was my war. It confirmed who I thought I was and what I wanted from life. War showed me people at their best and at their worst. War taught me lessons on what is important and what isn’t.

War made me a better person.

I’m grateful for what war gave me, but of course, there is a cost for everything and D Squadron paid a heavy price for our ‘adventure’. This book is dedicated to the brave men who didn’t come home and the courageous families who must carry that loss. All of us in D Squadron wanted to be there – there was no one who had not volunteered again and again to be in that position – but a soldier’s wishes are not always shared by his loved ones. While I do believe that my comrades’ deaths were a sacrifice made on behalf of their nation and fellow citizens, I also know that there is no place on earth those men would rather have been – they died doing what they loved. That is something to be grateful for, because few people ever get to find their true calling, let alone get to live it.

Like my comrades, I was born for this life. Not everyone is made to be a warrior and that is a good thing. We need balance in our own lives, in our families and in our society. Our communities need carers and teachers as much as our countries need warriors. There are many different paths in life and I hope that in reading this book, it will encourage you to embrace and chase your own calling, whatever that may be. And I hope that it teaches you something of soldiering and about those who answer the call. I don’t pretend that war is glorious, but neither will I pretend that I did not enjoy it. My aim in this book is to be honest and to recall the wars to the best of my ability. I may not be perfect in my recollection, but I say what I say with honesty and with respect for all those involved – I owe that to my brothers.

Some people will ask if it is the place of a special forces soldier to write his account. To them, I would say this: I joined the regiment because I had heard what SAS founder Colonel Sir David Stirling, OBE, DSO and his men had done in the Second World War. As much time has elapsed between my writing this and the Falklands, as had elapsed between the Falklands and the Second World War. I’m not giving anything away that can be used to harm British forces. Like every special forces soldier I’ve signed the Official Secrets Act and more, but there are no secrets in this book, only untold stories. In one way or another, all of the information in this book is already out there. I am simply telling it from my perspective. Hopefully, lessons can be learned and heroes can be remembered.

In my eyes those heroes are the war dead and there were many of them in the Falklands, including friends and comrades of mine. Every arm of the British armed forces paid a price. Operation Corporate, as the mission to liberate the islands was known, was a true tri-service operation that required our country’s best on land, at sea and in the air.

I will be the first to tell you that special forces operations were not the deciding factor in the war: without the Royal Fleet Auxiliary and Royal Navy, we would never have got there; without air power, our losses would have been catastrophic; and without infantry, we would never have driven the enemy from their trenches. I hope that my admiration for the efforts of all the services comes through in this book, because I hold all in the highest regard: it was a true team effort and one we can be proud of.

After the narrow but decisive victory at Waterloo in 1815, Wellington remarked that the battle ‘was a close-run thing.’ So was the Falklands War and in its own right, retaking the islands was as much a pivotal moment in British history as Wellington’s triumph over Napoleon. It was the last campaign where Britain acted alone and with the patriotic support of the nation behind her. We haven’t seen the like again and perhaps we never will, but that’s a conversation for historians and scholars. This book is the boots-on-the-ground story of a soldier and his comrades, based on diaries that I kept at the time and written as much to help put my memories and thoughts in order as anything else. I thank you for reading it.

Swift and Bold,

Tony Hoare, 2021
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