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  Introduction




   




  ‘I learned that the only two species who wage war against their own kind are ants and men.’




   




  AMINATTA FORNA




  The Devil that Danced on the Water




   




   




   




   




  The library and the librarian were unlike anything we had ever encountered before.




  The librarian, a warrant officer (WO) in the British Army Intelligence Corps, checked that the alarm was off, inserted keys into two Chubb five-lever locks and swung open the steel-clad solid

  timber door.




  Inside was a modest room with books and pamphlets ranged around the shelves and, in the centre, a table flanked by a couple of chairs. The room also housed security containers fitted with

  combination locks and several locked four-drawer filing cabinets. The entire building was alarmed and visited regularly at night by sentries from the guard. He explained that we would be required

  to sign in order to take out books or pamphlets, and that some of the more highly classified material could only be consulted if the reader remained in the room.




  This was definitely no ordinary library.




  The ‘we’ who were ushered into the Secure Library of the School of Service Intelligence, Templer Barracks, Ashford, Kent, were students on the intense two-week Regimental

  Intelligence Officers’ and NCOs’ course run for British Army Reservists.




  It was the late 1970s; the Cold War was a chilly reality and the immediate enemy for NATO and the British Army was the well-trained and superbly equipped ‘Group of Soviet Forces in

  Germany’ or GSFG.




  Within the borders of the German Democratic Republic, the DDR – to us, East Germany – were the depots and barracks of the Soviet 2nd Guards Army, 3rd Shock Army and 8th Guards Army,

  with the 20th Guards Army in reserve close to the Polish border.




  In addition, East Germany had its III and V Armies in place to support a Soviet attack on the West and to the south were two Czech armies with huge Polish forces, in position to reinforce the

  offensive with fresh troops and equipment.




  At that time, NATO lived and planned for a terrifying world in which the international situation would unravel, and as tension escalated between the West and the USSR and the threat of war

  increased, reserves would be mobilised and other military forces deployed to positions facing the Iron Curtain. The wives and children of regular British forces in Germany would be transported back

  to the UK as married quarters were emptied and the domestic pets that could not be brought home were destroyed.




  The West German police could be relied on to be completely ruthless with fellow Germans who might be tempted to flee west with their families and valuables piled into Mercedes, Volkswagens and

  BMWs. These cars with their terrified passengers would be directed off the roads into improvised parking lots in fields to allow military vehicles to move forward to the border.




  As regular and reserve soldiers dug in, engineers would prepare bridges for demolition. Some would be blown in advance and in other areas minefields would be laid to canalise Soviet armoured

  vehicles into anti-tank killing grounds.




  The mobility corridors had been identified – gaps in hills, woodland and cities through which Soviet tanks and armoured personnel carriers were expected to drive. Villages would become

  focal points for defence – from within their cover, anti-tank guided weapons would be fired to streak low across the farmland, trailing their guidance wires, before exploding against the

  T-54/55 and T-62 tanks and BTR-60 PB and BMP armoured personnel carriers.




  This was World War III, and for many years it had been fought in theory and in practice on maps and in exercises that had ploughed their way across fields and clogged roads in autumnal West

  Germany.




  One evening, talking to a German World War II veteran, I commented that as a British platoon commander it would be difficult to prepare a house for defence if the German owner was still in

  residence. Even before any fighting began, windows would have to be smashed, furniture used as barricades and staircases ripped out. The hard-working homeowner would have strong feelings about

  these operations since they would almost certainly ensure the complete destruction of his home if fighting developed in the area.




  There was a pause in the conversation that summer evening. Then the veteran turned to me and said quietly, ‘If a man came between you and your plan for defence – you should shoot

  him.’




  That evening I heard the true voice of the last desperate months of Nazi Germany in 1945 when old men and boys faced overwhelming Soviet artillery barrages and tanks driving remorselessly

  westwards towards Berlin.




  Hanging over the apocalyptic vision of the new war for which NATO was planning was the terrifying prospect of ‘nuclear release’. As fire from NATO troops slowed down the encroaching

  Warsaw Pact tanks and vehicles, huge traffic jams would develop, and such a target would become big enough to merit attack with battlefield or tactical nuclear weapons. To many NATO theorists,

  ‘tactical nukes’ seemed like nothing more than larger versions of conventional weapons. It would take the accident at Chernobyl in the Ukraine on 26 April 1986 to show how lasting and

  damaging nuclear radiation can be, and to hasten serious disarmament discussions by both sides.




  This was the war for which we, as intelligence officers, were training and the library held the raw material of our calling. The librarian explained that the classified books and references

  ranged from ‘Secret’ through ‘Confidential’ to the lowest level of ‘Restricted’.




  In front of us he had laid out four classified manuals open at the same map – the positions in East Germany of our old friends the GSFG. Pointing to each map in turn, he said, ‘This

  map is Secret, this is Confidential, this is Restricted and this one is in the public domain – now, if you ever draft a report or write a classified paper, make sure that you know where you

  have sourced your information and do not mix it up.’




  This principle of knowing the source or attribution of all material has informed everything I have written about modern military operations.




  I have been privileged to meet and talk to men and women who have trained and served in several armies in various theatres. Their experiences and anecdotes have been shared with me in friendship

  and in turn I have always respected their confidence.




  As we looked at the manuals ranged on the table at Ashford, a version of World War III was actually being fought – but not on the North German Plain. There were several proxy wars that had

  begun with Korea in 1950. In Vietnam, the USSR defeated the USA, but in Afghanistan the USA achieved a final victory against its ideological adversary.




  In Africa, the ‘Wars of Liberation’ in Angola, Mozambique, Namibia and Rhodesia (now Zimbabwe) were fostered and supported by the USSR and Communist China. To sustain these

  conflicts, the continent was flooded with robust, easy-to-use, well-designed Soviet small arms. One of the suppliers was the erratically led state of Libya, which also provided training facilities

  for the fighters. Their weapon of choice was the Avtomat Kalashnikova Obrazets 1947, an assault rifle universally known as the AK-47 or the Kalashnikov, after its designer’s name.

  Since their introduction in 1947, around fifty-five million AK-47s have been sold at almost ‘knock-down’ prices. In one African country, for example, they cost no more than £3.38

  each. Once seen as the weapon of revolution and liberation in Africa, the AK-47 has now become a tool of repression in the hands of undisciplined gangs and militias.




  An automatic weapon like the AK-47 fires 600 rounds per minute. This allows the user to kill quickly at a distance from his or her victim. In Africa, the machete or panga, a

  half-metre-long agricultural knife intended for clearing scrub or cutting sugar cane, has become the other weapon of choice. It has been used to kill or to maim by lopping off hands and arms. This

  is hands-on killing – close enough to feel the heated breath of the victim’s desperate screams.




  This book is about a post-Cold War African conflict.




  It is about what is now known rather grandly as a ‘resource war’ – in reality, a war driven by greed for a country’s natural wealth rather than the impulses that drove

  earlier wars – a desire to impose a new religion or ideology on a reluctant population or to liberate a colony from its colonial masters.




  In writing this book, I have followed the guidance of the Intelligence Corps WO at Ashford and have used exclusively material in the public domain. This includes books like Will Scully’s

  Once A Pilgrim, which has become a sort of ‘set text’ for many British soldiers posted to Sierra Leone since 1997. Aminatta Forna’s brilliant and haunting The Devil

  that Danced on the Water also gives a unique insight into life in Sierra Leone.




  Reports from Irish, African, US and British newspapers, notably The Daily Telegraph and Guardian in Britain and the Expo Times in Sierra Leone, and BBC radio and

  television have conveyed the drama of the hostage crisis as it developed in August and September 2000. Inevitably, some of those interviewed by Freetown-based journalists may not have been reliable

  witnesses but rather individuals motivated by greed, a desire to deflect criticism or simply a wish to tell a good story and be the centre of attention. Emphatically this cannot be said of the

  interviews with victims of Revolutionary United Front (RUF) and militia brutality conducted by the international charity Human Rights Watch. They give a tragic human face to the statistics of

  cruelty. Other material has come from the United Nations (UN) and non-governmental organisations (NGOs) operating in Sierra Leone.




  From these diverse sources, I have drawn my own conclusions about Sierra Leone and the nature of the operations conducted by the UN and British forces that culminated in Operation Barras. I have

  cross-referenced and checked the reports where possible and have included material from background features, since they give an excellent feel for the personalities and the country.




  Military history, however, can be an imprecise art. An attempt to bring structure and order to what is actually often violent and unstructured can sometimes distort the reality of war. A veteran

  of the British Army’s discreet low-intensity campaign in Oman in the 1970s recalled reading a report of an action in which he had participated. ‘I did not recognise any of it – it

  was only by checking the date, time, group and grid references that I realised that this was a description of the fire fight in which I had been involved.’




  If the official record can be imprecise, the historian and the journalist should also be warned that many soldiers of all ranks and ages have a mischievous sense of humour and a highly developed

  instinct for ‘spotting one coming’. It can be irresistible for some soldiers to see how tall a story can be spun to the gullible and impressionable before eventually they realise that

  they are the butt of an insider’s joke – but some victims of such wind-ups never do come to this realisation.




  Some ‘insiders’ may find minor factual errors in this book, but hopefully these will not detract from the overall story. It is essentially one of confusion and courage, out of which

  has emerged a more secure, if battered, Sierra Leone.




  As I worked on this book, it brought back long-forgotten memories of a happy childhood spent in West Africa where my father gave the best years of his life working as a colonial officer. During

  World War II, Freetown had become a familiar port for my mother when the ship on which she was travelling joined the convoys forming up there for the hazardous run to Britain. With the war over, my

  parents decided that the debilitating climate and tropical diseases of West Africa would not suit their children and so we made only occasional visits. To a five-year-old in the 1950s, it was a

  world of strange and sometimes wonderful sights, smells and tastes and of universal and generous affection. There was also local curiosity and amusement, such as when on one occasion, unknown to my

  mother, as a blond fair-skinned European child, I squatted by the side of a dusty laterite road contentedly making mud pies.




  Explaining their decision to limit our visits to West Africa, my mother would sometimes quote the grim doggerel rhyme about the climate and incidence of malaria and yellow fever that gave the

  area the name ‘the White Man’s Grave’:




  

    

      

        

          The Bight of Benin,




          The Bight of Benin.




          Where few come out,




          Though many go in.


        


      


    


  




  Sierra Leone, along the African coast to the west of the Bight of Benin, is a brave young country that shares a similar climate. The spirit of optimism and laughter through

  tears that has sustained the country through some grim and terrifying times is typified in the Krio proverbs collected by Peter Anderson that appear on the Sierra Leone website and which head each

  chapter of this book.




  In the preparation of this book I have been helped by numerous friends who have been generous with their guidance and advice. I owe thanks to Tom Reah, Guy Nash, Andrew and Tom for their help

  and to Simon and Anne Chapman for medical insights. Lisa Rogers most ably copy-edited my manuscript. I am grateful to the Fleet Photographic Unit, Portsmouth, Defence Media Operations, LAND Command

  for photographs and the Defence Geographic Centre (DGC), Feltham, for their guidance in the production of sketch maps. The staff at Romsey Public Library, a branch of Hampshire County Library

  Service, have as always been invaluable in locating unusual titles.




  Finally, my thanks to Carol, who has brought the shrewd eye of an editor to this book and the love and support of a wife to my life.




   




  Will Fowler




  Romsey, Hampshire, 2004.




  





   




   




   




   




  Chapter 1




  Kidnap




  Howehva tin trangga tete, I de dohn.




  However bad things are, they won’t last.




   




   




   




   




  The West Side Boys were stoned.




  They had been smoking ganja since the late morning. In the humid afternoon sunshine of 25 August 2000, twenty-five of them – grinning men and women – crowded around the vehicles of

  the 1 Royal Irish Regiment1 that had arrived unexpectedly in the dilapidated village of Magbeni. They chatted and cadged cigarettes off the 1 Royal

  Irish soldiers and their Sierra Leone Army (SLA) liaison officer.




  The patrol had driven down the dusty red laterite track into the village close to the muddy waters of Rokel Creek in the Occra Hills of Sierra Leone, West Africa. Oil palms had grown close to

  the verges for most of their route, but as they emerged from the jungle there was open ground on their right, sloping down to a ferry point from which boats would cross the 275 m-wide Rokel Creek

  to the village of Gberi Bana. Magbeni village itself stretched for about 200 m down either side of the track in front of them. It was from this village that the crowd of armed West Side Boys had

  unexpectedly appeared.




  The patrol of three Land Rovers included one with a weapons-mount installation kit (WMIK) including a Browning .50 inch (12.7 mm) heavy machine gun (HMG) and one with a radio – probably a

  PRC352 with a range of over 16 km. The eleven soldiers in the vehicles were armed with SA80 5.56 mm rifles.




  Among the West Side Boys, twenty-two-year-old Ibrahim Koroma recalled the first moments of the encounter with the British patrol: ‘They got down from their vehicles and talked with the

  Boys. We didn’t know they were coming, but everything seemed calm.’




  The West Side Boys asked patrol commander Major Alan Marshall to wait for the return of their leader, twenty-four-year-old ‘Brigadier’ Foday Kallay, a former sergeant in the Sierra

  Leone Army.




  Thirty-three-year-old Marshall, one of the youngest majors in the British Army, was an exceptional officer marked for fast-track promotion. Under his command, the patrol had driven out from

  their base at Benguema Training Camp (BTC) on a liaison visit to Colonel Jehad al-Widyan, commander of JordBat 2, the 2nd Jordanian Battalion in the UN Mission in Sierra Leone (UNAMSIL) based at

  Masiaka. The visit, it would later be explained, had been approved by Brigadier Gordon Hughes, Commander British Forces in Sierra Leone, and was part of routine liaison with adjacent friendly units

  to obtain increased advance warning of any imminent attack or threat.




  Over lunch in Masiaka, Marshall and the other officers learned from the Jordanians that the West Side Boys were beginning to surrender to the UN as part of the disarmament programme. Marshall

  subsequently diverted his patrol, which included the regimental signals officer (RSO), a captain, the company sergeant major (CSM) and other non-commissioned officers (NCOs), into Magbeni to check

  this information out and to help build up the wider intelligence picture.




  Significantly, Marshall’s was not the first British patrol to visit the area. In the past, British forces had enjoyed a reasonable working relationship with the loosely structured group

  that gave itself the rather pretentious name of the West Side Soldiers. The group was, however, more commonly known in Sierra Leone as the West Side Boys (WSB)2.




  When Kallay arrived, the atmosphere changed.




  When the Royal Irish patrol arrived, he had been summoned from his hut in the nearby village of Gberi Bana by a West Side Boy and had crossed the Rokel in a motorised canoe. He was belligerent

  and suspicious. He regarded the area as his territory and was angered because there had been no request for clearance for the British troops to visit Magbeni. He was probably also feeling aggrieved

  that his group was beginning to disintegrate, with men slipping away to the UN disarmament, demobilisation and reintegration (DDR) centres.




  As the youthful, slightly built leader stamped angrily into the area he snapped out orders and the group suddenly became agitated and aggressive. A captured SLA Bedford MK 4-tonne truck mounting

  a twin ZPU-2 14.5 mm heavy machine gun swung out from behind the huts and blocked the road south of the village.3




  Hemmed in by an armed and now hostile crowd, the Royal Irish soldiers were soon surrounded. The soldier manning the Browning HMG up in the WMIK knew that he could not open fire without killing

  or wounding his comrades and almost certainly triggering a massacre; however, the radio operator was able to report back to their HQ at BTC that the patrol had been detained.




  When Major Marshall attempted to reason with the WSB and then resisted their attempts to grab his rifle, fists and rifle butts thumped into him and he was badly beaten. Worse would follow for

  Lieutenant Musa Bangura, the Sierra Leone Army liaison officer (LO) attached to the patrol. The attack on Marshall was a piece of brutal psychology: it sent the message to the rest of the patrol

  that the WSB did not respect rank and if the CO could be brutally assaulted – so could they.




  West Side Boy Koroma witnessed the brief struggle. ‘They had no chance to resist,’ he said later.




  Within five minutes the Royal Irish soldiers were overwhelmed and disarmed. They were stripped to their olive-green T-shirts and underwear, wedding rings and watches were removed and, it was

  later reported, collected by Kallay. In the first of many humiliations, he put the rings on his fingers and, turning his hands, admired the glitter of the gold in the afternoon sunshine.




  The men were goaded down to the walled ferry point, bundled into two motorised canoes and taken north upstream across Rokel Creek to Gberi Bana, Kallay’s headquarters and the

  militia’s main base near a deserted palm oil plantation. It was a shrewd move by the former SLA sergeant to put the creek between the hostages and any friendly forces that might approach

  overland. In addition, areas of marshland to the east and west of Gberi Bana restricted access to the village from the right bank of Rokel Creek.




  Whether at this time or later, it appears that the radio in one of the Land Rovers may have been unbolted and shipped across the creek, or the RSO may have been transported back across the creek

  to the vehicle at some point. Whatever actually happened, the radio would allow the British soldiers to communicate with BTC, albeit under the eyes of their captors. They initially sent a brief

  radio report saying that they had been surrounded and held against their will. Later the radio would play a vital part in the rescue operation.




  In London and Freetown, Foreign Office and Ministry of Defence (MoD) staff tried to assess what had happened. Initially, the Whitehall ministries were optimistic. They reported that the men had

  gone missing on 25 August in the Masiaka–Forodugu area about 100 km east of Freetown. They confirmed that the soldiers were safe and well, but not free to leave.




  Both London and Freetown asserted that the Royal Irish patrol had been on an authorised liaison visit to the Jordanians. Brigadier Gordon Hughes said they had been co-ordinating security

  arrangements with Jordanian peacekeepers at Masiaka. ‘The British troops completed their mission . . . and on their way back to Benguema they were stopped and detained.’




  However, this statement was rejected by the deputy commander of UNAMSIL, Nigerian Brigadier-General Mohammed A. Garba: ‘That is one thing I want to categorically deny, because the rate at

  which things are going, the British may have a tendency to shift blame on the UN troops deployed in that place.’




  Garba denied the British claim that the soldiers were travelling back toward Freetown when they were captured. Instead, he said, they were travelling east from the capital when they made a left

  turn into an area known to be controlled by the West Side Boys. ‘They went in over six miles,’ he claimed. He denied that the British soldiers had met the Jordanian troops, and said

  that UN peacekeepers did not know what the British troops were doing when they were captured. ‘The British did not say to UN peacekeepers in Masiaka that they were going into West Side

  Boys’ rebel positions, which I would describe as very dangerous.’




  There would continue to be an undercurrent of tension between UNAMSIL and the British HQ in Sierra Leone during the days following the kidnap of the Royal Irish patrol. The UN command would be

  keen to distance themselves from the incident. There was also a suspicion that within UNAMSIL there was a degree of schadenfreude that the British, who had been so confident, were now

  suffering the same humiliating experiences that some UN units had already endured.




  A day later, Brigadier Hughes played down the dispute, saying that it would not help to secure the men’s release. ‘It is really far too early to speculate on the circumstances

  surrounding the detention of our soldiers. Whenever they have been safely released there will be a full and accurate report released; that is normal procedure. My focus is very much making sure

  that our soldiers are released safely and quickly.’




  The MoD said that negotiations had begun to secure the release of the soldiers from the renegade faction, which had a reputation for kidnapping and robbery. To UNAMSIL HQ it looked like a repeat

  of one of the numerous incidents of ‘hostage and ransom’ that had almost become routine in Sierra Leone.




  Kidnapping had become a worldwide problem, notably in Central and South America, and security firms working in the risk-management and hostage-negotiation business know it simply and rather

  bleakly as ‘H and R’ – hostage and ransom.




  Writing a year after these events in the academic journal Small Wars and Insurgencies, Richard Connaughton – formerly Head of Defence Studies for the British Army –

  remarked, ‘Immediately, the British media roundly condemned the British government’s Sierra Leone policy. The “H” word, “hostage”, will always pressurise liberal

  Western democratic governments because of the implication of political and military failure.’




  Though many of the kidnappings in Sierra Leone went unreported, they were utilised often as a show of strength by a militia or faction. The victims would be held and then released after

  negotiations that might produce a ransom but often served simply to reinforce the status of the faction. Kidnappings did not normally end in executions. However, many African men who were kidnapped

  were used as porters and labourers and women were coerced into sexual slavery.




  The pattern could be seen as far back as 14 February 1998 when three missionaries from Spain, Italy and Austria were kidnapped from Lunsar’s hospital in an area 80 km to the north of

  Freetown occupied by the aggressive and violent Revolutionary United Front (RUF).




  Three days later, two aid workers – one Canadian, one French – from the medical charity Médecins Sans Frontières were kidnapped in the interior of the

  country.




  On 27 February, the missionaries who had been kidnapped at Lunsar by the RUF were released at Mashaka and taken to Gboko by Bishop Giorgio Biguzzi of the Roman Catholic diocese of Makeni.




  On 14 November, at least sixteen people were killed and a further fifty or more kidnapped when over 100 guerrillas attacked the northern border town of Kamaporoto.




  Ten days later, guerrillas loyal to Solomon ‘Saj’ Musa, the Armed Forces Revolutionary Council (AFRC)4 chief secretary of state,

  were reported to be holding an Italian Roman Catholic priest, Mario Guerra.




  Throughout 1999, missionaries, aid workers and UN personnel continued to fall victim to kidnapping. On 12 January, five monks – four Italians and a Spaniard – together with six nuns

  – four Indians, a Kenyan and a Bangladeshi – were kidnapped by anti-government guerrillas in Freetown.




  Eight days later, Japan’s honorary consul and ten other local businessmen were kidnapped by anti-government guerrillas in the city.




  On 22 January, Archbishop Joseph Ganda of Sierra Leone and five European priests were rescued from their RUF kidnappers by troops from the Economic Community of West African States (ECOWAS)

  Military Observer Group (ECOMOG).




  Javier Espinosa, a Spanish journalist, was kidnapped by anti-government guerrillas on 25 January but freed two days later.




  However, not all kidnappings ended as quickly or happily.




  On 27 January, three of the kidnapped nuns were reported to have died during fighting between their captors and ECOMOG forces.




  The reality was somewhat different from this report. The death of the nuns was witnessed by twenty-year-old Beatrice who had been abducted with her sister a week earlier and force-marched into

  the hills by the rebels along with thousands of other people. She described the actual events to Human Rights Watch:




  

    

      There was this rebel, and he had it out for the nuns. He said his name was Colonel Foday Bah and for the last day we’d heard him threatening to kill the nuns. Another rebel

      named Tina Musa, she was Saj Musa’s wife, kept insisting that they be left alone and they argued about it. So that morning she had to go on a mission and no sooner had she climbed the

      hill behind Allen Town, than Foday Bah started in again on the nuns.




      At around 10.00 a.m. he got out his pistol and started threatening, but seriously now. The nuns started crying and praying and we did as well, so he announced, ‘I am

      Colonel Foday Bah. I’m an SLA man. We came for peace but you people don’t want it. You’re the ones selling out our country.’ In the process he was hitting the nuns and

      others with a stick. Another rebel told him to leave them, but Foday threatened to kill him as well.




      When it became clear he was serious, the nuns started praying. And then he walked over to the black nun, and shot her with his pistol in the head. Then he shot a white man. And

      then, even as the others were begging and begging, he shot a yellow [Asian] nun and then another yellow [Asian] one, and then the others. When he was finished he went over, removed their

      slippers and gave them to a few of the abductees.




      When Tina came back down the hill and saw the nuns had been killed she was furious and upset. She even cried for them.


    


  




  On 12 February 1999, RUF guerrillas kidnapped Father Vittorio Mosele, an Italian Roman Catholic missionary, and looted his mission in Kambia, 100 km north of Freetown. He was

  eventually released on 9 April.




  On 4 August, the AFRC, a guerrilla group loyal to rebellious SLA officer Lieutenant-Colonel Johnny Paul Koroma, kidnapped thirty-seven people, including British soldiers, in the Occra Hills, 40

  km east of Freetown. Five of the hostages were released almost immediately and two more were released the following day. Another nineteen hostages, including two Britons and a Canadian, were

  released on 8 August.




  On 15 October, a group of humanitarian workers, two priests and Bishop Giorgio Biguzzi of Makeni were kidnapped by armed men at Masongbo, 50 km from Freetown. Koroma denied that his supporters

  had been responsible but claimed that they had secured the hostages’ release three days later.




  On 14 May 2000, eighteen UN peacekeeping troops and military observers who had been kidnapped by the RUF were handed over to UNAMSIL.




  A week later, the RUF freed a further fifty-four kidnapped UN peacekeepers – including thirty-two Zambians, ten Kenyans, a Norwegian and a Malaysian – at Lungi International

  Airport.




  At the end of May, the RUF released the last of more than 500 UN peacekeepers they had kidnapped in the first week of May.




  With this pattern of capture and release in mind, the MoD was initially reasonably sanguine. The Royal Irish patrol had lost contact with their base at 15.45 hours on Friday 25 August 2000 as

  they drove through the bush near the gang’s jungle stronghold. In London, MoD spokesman Major Tom Thorneycroft explained: ‘They are in the hands of the West Side Boys, although we have

  not received any ransom demands.’




  British diplomatic staff in Freetown urged Koroma to intervene to secure the soldiers’ release, since the WSB asserted that they were loyal to him.




  In Freetown, the crew of a Lynx HAS 3 helicopter on board the Duke class frigate HMS Argyll (F231) were alerted and flew over the area in which the patrol was last reported. Initially,

  Argyll’s aircraft was the only British aircraft in the country and would be critical in early reconnaissance. Lieutenant Commander Al Jones, the flight commander, and Lieutenant

  Nigel Cunningham had flown many missions over the jungle and their knowledge of the area would prove invaluable.




  Within hours, the WSB admitted that they had taken the patrol hostage and demanded that Lynx flights should cease. At this point, fears began to grow for the safety of the missing men.




  The militia group holding the Royal Irish soldiers was made up partly from former SLA soldiers who had staged a coup against the elected government of Tejan Kabbah in 1997, former members of the

  RUF, kidnapped civilians and common criminals released from Pademba Road Prison in Freetown during the coup. They now operated as bandits. People who had encountered the group said that it was

  usually possible to pay them off with alcohol or other bribes – though they were most likely to use their weapons in the afternoon and evenings, when they were most inebriated.




  The gang was organised into five groups that they called ‘battalions’ which were based in the villages in the Occra Hills. The Royal Irish patrol had encountered the HQ and a

  sub-group of the gang that called itself the ‘Gulf Battalion’. Though they saw themselves as soldiers, the WSB were regarded in Freetown as armed criminals with an eccentric taste in

  clothing and accoutrements who robbed travellers on the roads around their bases.




  Travelling with a UN convoy one morning in 2000, Aminatta Forna5 encountered a lightly manned West Side Boy road block near Masiaka. ‘It

  became evident we were in rebel territory when we passed through the first checkpoint: a wooden pole, lowered and raised by means of a length of rope. To the side of the road stood the operator: a

  boy of ten or eleven, bandy legged and barefoot, wearing a pair of ragged shorts and nothing else, save a large sub-machine-gun strapped to his back.’




  In addition to military uniforms, designer T-shirts, women’s wigs and flip-flops were also sometimes sported by the West Side Boys. Their behaviour was unpredictable, fuelled by drugs like

  cocaine6, acquired through contacts in Central America or the Caribbean, locally grown cannabis7

  and, to a lesser extent, alcohol.




  According to both Liberian and Sierra Leonean rebels, this taste for cross-dressing was a military mind game, a tactic to intimidate their enemies: an armed and aggressive man wearing a summer

  frock or a pastel-coloured housecoat is a grotesque and disturbing sight. The clothing also made the soldiers feel invincible because of a regional superstition which holds that soldiers can

  ‘confuse the enemy’s bullets’ by assuming two identities simultaneously. Though the accoutrements and female garb looked bizarre to Western eyes, they were, in a sense, variations

  on the camouflage uniforms and face paint used by Western soldiers for concealment and, hopefully, invulnerability during combat.




  The WSB had not been seen as a threat by the British forces in-country and had indeed assisted in operations by the SLA against the RUF in May 2000, but there was a darker side to their

  character that would only become evident later.




  A four-months-pregnant, twenty-year-old Sierra Leonean woman known to her Human Rights Watch interviewers as M. K. calmly described her traumatic experience of abduction, rape and forced

  abortion by the WSB in July 2000:




  

    

      I was abducted with two other civilians, including my brother-in-law, by the West Side Boys. They were all wearing uniforms; some uniforms were new, and others wore old ones. We

      were taken to their base in Magbele Junction where there were many other abductees. At night time one of the rebels called Umaro Kamara came to me and said he wanted to have sex with me. He

      spoke nicely with me and said that he wanted to take me to Makeni and make me his wife. He raped me that day. The rebels saw that I was pregnant and said to Umaro, ‘We are not going to

      work along with any pregnant woman, we should kill her.’ Umaro said that he wanted to take me as his wife and that I should be given an injection instead. Umaro called me and tried to

      convince me to get rid of the baby. He said, ‘They will kill you if you do not agree so you better have the injection.’ I was taken to the doctor who gave me an injection and some

      pills. Two days later I started bleeding. I felt weak and had pain all over my body. Then I lost the baby.




      When Umaro was on patrol, three other rebels raped me. When we moved out to go to another base, I saw the body of my brother-in-law. After one day I started bleeding again so

      Umaro took me to the doctor who gave me another injection. When we reached Lunsar, Umaro wanted to make me his wife. Even while I was bleeding, Umaro used me. He told me to wash myself before

      raping me.


    


  




  The WSB were also involved in scams selling stolen goods. In March 2000, Human Rights Watch released an interview with Vandi, one of fourteen men abducted from a coal pit in

  Lalsoso by the WSB on 20 February. He was used as slave labour for six days and forced to work long hours removing zinc panels from the roofs of houses in abandoned villages. He described how the

  panels were then sold to individual soldiers from both ECOMOG and the loyal Sierra Leonean Army. He had whip marks in at least five places on his neck, arms and face where he said he’d been

  beaten by the rebels.




  ‘We went village to village unroofing the houses,’ he recounted. ‘The rebels would sit down and watch us as we worked and then force us to walk long hours, sometimes throughout

  the night, with twenty-five zinc panels on our heads. Sometimes I could barely move and they would beat me with a whip or the blunt end of the machete. Their base was Gberi Bana. An hour before

  reaching the main road, where they sold the panels for 1,000 leones [£0.45] per sheet, the rebels stashed their guns and took off their uniform.’




  Even with ready access to women, drink, money and drugs, Kallay was concerned about the flagging morale of the gang. In the month before the capture of the Royal Irish soldiers, a total of 212

  of his men had come in from the jungle to surrender their weapons to the Jordanian DDR. Kallay suspected that twenty-seven more of his men were also possible waverers.




  If these young men were not on side they were potential enemies for the WSB. So, days before the Royal Irish patrol was captured, he ordered that his ‘soldiers’ be taken to the

  bullet-scarred dip near the camp that some knew as the ‘Dead Zone’.




  There, a squad of West Side Boys formed up, depressed the safety catches on their AK-47s and raked their comrades with bursts of fire.




  





   




   




   




   




  Chapter 2




  Lion Mountains




  Dat ship we bringg Baibul, na-in bringg rohm.




  The same ship that brought the Bible also brought rum.




   




   




   




   




  In 1460, rain was lashing the tiny craft of the Portuguese explorer Pedro da Cintra when the lookout in the crow’s nest perched at the top of the mainmast shouted down

  that he could see land.




  It is said that to the sailors the outline of the mountainous peninsula on the western coast of Africa resembled a crouching lion. Hence it became known as Serra Lyoa and later

  Sierra Leone – Lion Mountains. Another version of the origin of the name asserts that the rumble of thunder and the drumming of the heavy rain, which is at its most intense between

  April and November, sounded to the sailors like the roaring of a lion. This may not seem so fanciful in light of the fact that the average annual coastal rainfall in the area is 3,810 mm.




  The circumstances that led to the encounter at Magbeni between the West Side Boys and the Royal Irish patrol on 25 August 2000 had been determined over the course of almost 400 years by a chain

  of interlocking historical events that brought Europeans to West Africa. Sierra Leone had initially attracted sailors in the 16th century because its huge natural harbour offered protection against

  the Atlantic and it was on the trade routes to India and the East.




  It was here that Sir Francis Drake anchored on his circumnavigation of the globe 120 years after the Portuguese had discovered the area. The country inland was at that time ruled by a small

  number of independent tribal groups including the Temne, Sherbro and Limba and, except for visits by Mandingo traders from the area that is now modern Mali, Senegal and northern Guinea, it remained

  almost unexplored.




  By the 16th century, the Portuguese were using Sierra Leone as one of their African slaving bases. Nearly 500 years later, children would still be drawing on a grim folk memory of the Portuguese

  slavers: when meeting fair-skinned strangers travelling in rural Sierra Leone they would still shout ‘Oporto, Oporto!’




  


    [image: ]


  




  The harbour at the mouth of the Sierra Leone River would play a significant part in the ‘Triangular Trade’, so called because of the shape formed by the three trade

  routes worked by British, Portuguese and American colonial merchants.




  Along the first route, ships carried fish, lumber and other goods from New England to the West Indies, where they were traded for the sugar and molasses used to make rum. Merchants carried the

  rum, along with guns, gunpowder and tools, from the West Indies to West Africa. Here they traded these items for slaves, taken prisoner in the African tribal wars and marched to the coast by their

  fellow African captors. The slavers then carried the human cargo, packed into the holds of their ships like cattle, to the West Indies where they were sold. Here the traders would take the profits

  and buy more molasses.




  A reverse version of the trade route saw finished goods from Britain, produced in the new factories of the Industrial Revolution, exported from Liverpool and Bristol to Africa and traded for

  slaves. The slaves were shipped to America and traded for raw materials like tobacco, cotton and sugar – which would, in turn, be supplied to the British factories.




  Untold numbers of slaves died in the ghastly conditions of the slave ships or were worked to death in the plantations of the Americas. They were doomed men and women from the moment of their

  capture; in former times, their African captors would have killed them, but now slaving allowed them to make a profit from the spoils of tribal war.




  Between 1750 and 1800, the fort on Bunce Island in the mouth of the Sierra Leone River was a collecting point for slaves. It had been built in 1663 by the British as a trading centre. It was

  destroyed by the French in 1702 but rebuilt soon afterwards. The Dutch and Portuguese held the fort at various times until it finally returned to British control in 1750.




  In 1787, the British stopped their slaving operations and established a settlement on the Sierra Leone peninsula as a home for slaves repatriated from England and North America and for slaves

  liberated from ships intercepted by the Royal Navy’s anti-slavery patrols. Abolitionist groups in Britain headed by Member of Parliament William Wilberforce, cleric Thomas Clarkson and the

  enlightened pottery manufacturer Josiah Wedgwood were instrumental in the purchase of the peninsula and the establishment of the settlement as ‘the Province of Freedom’ and a refuge for

  ‘the London black poor’. The town and community became known as Freetown. The Freetown Peninsula is approximately 40 km long and 16 km wide and rises to 100 m above sea level. At the

  western end of the peninsula, the Aberdeen Creek divides the Aberdeen Peninsula from greater Freetown




  Within three years, however, 90 per cent of the former slaves and white settlers, many of the latter prostitutes deported from London and Liverpool, had died of tropical diseases or fled from

  the new province. Of the 15,000 slaves who had fought for King George III against the American Revolutionaries during the War of Independence, thereby winning their freedom and having subsequently

  made their way to London, some 1,200 were brought to Freetown in 1792. In two years only 800 were still alive. To the chagrin of the British philanthropists, some of the settlers, both white and

  black, joined in the slave trade.




  Between 1807, when the slave trade was abolished, and 1864, some 50,000 freed slaves were landed at Freetown by the British. The area, like others along the West African coast, later earned

  itself the name ‘the White Man’s Grave’. In the late 20th century, HIV/AIDS would join malaria as a regional killer in Africa. In 2001, out of a population of about 5,732,681, an

  estimated 170,000 Sierra Leoneans were suffering from HIV/AIDS and there had been 11,000 deaths from the disease.




  In addition to malaria, the heat stroke and dehydration caused by the climate killed both black and white settlers. Sierra Leone has a marked wet season with high humidity followed by a dry

  season.




  ‘In Sierra Leone the rains begin on 1 May every year,’ writes Aminatta Forna. ‘From then on it rains at eleven o’clock every night, gradually moving forward in the day

  until the rain falls almost continuously. As the season advances, so the rain recedes at exactly the same pace. Next the sun shines for seven months until the clouds come back again. On 2 May, if

  for some reason it did not rain the night before, people in the marketplace might remark, “The rains are late this year, not so?” This in Sierra Leone is what passes for a conversation

  about the weather.’




  Like so much of the early British Empire, this West African enclave was run as a business. The Sierra Leone Company, formed in 1791, administered the settlement until 1808, when it became a

  Crown Colony. By 1850, over 100 ethnic groups were living in harmony in different areas of Freetown under the firm but paternalistic British rule.




  The liberated slaves who settled in Freetown became known as Krios (Creoles). They benefited from missionary education and the British appointed many of them to positions within the civil

  administration. The Krios have remained in Freetown, some still living in distinctive wooden-framed houses, and although they now make up less than 2 per cent of the population, they are still the

  country’s intellectuals and professionals and are further distinguished by being Christian. The Krios’ influence on the political and social life of the country is sometimes described

  disparagingly as ‘Creocracy’.




  The Krios have a strongly defined identity and speak a distinctive patois. Canadian journalist Ian Stewart recalled his first experience of Krio when meeting a customs officer at Lungi Airport,

  who was speaking ‘a complex and charming language based on English, but peppered with expressions from other languages’.




  ‘“How dee bodee now?” the officer blurted out in a rapid-fire staccato. Loosely translated, this means “How are you?”




  ‘I had been taught a bit of Krio . . . so I answered, “Tank-ee Gah, dee bodee in dee clothes.” (“I’m fine”).’




  The two major tribal groups within Sierra Leone are the Temnes of the north and the Mendes of the south. These tribal distinctions would play a significant part in the political future of the

  country.




  The British imperial infrastructure became fully established when the hinterland of Sierra Leone was declared a Protectorate in 1896, and the port and town of Freetown prospered. Its grid

  pattern of roads even today retains many of the original street names, such as Waterloo, Wellington, Liverpool Street and, close to the harbour, the appropriately named Wilberforce Street. Some

  names have changed – hence East Street has, since independence, become ECOWAS Street after the Economic Community of West African States. In the middle of Freetown, like a version of a

  provincial British town, is Victoria Park. Within the peninsula were communities with typically English-sounding names such as York, Hastings, Gloucester and Bathurst, while Dublin was established

  on the offshore Banana Islands. Further inland, many of the country towns retained their indigenous names. An unusual exception was the community that sprang up around the road construction camp

  that had been set up about 150 km from Freetown during the late 19th- and early 20th-century road and rail expansion. It was known as Mile 91.
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