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Disclaimer




    This book was first written in 2007 and has since been amended and updated. The title was initially banned by the MoD for containing material related to me from a former SAS soldier. I have since re-written the book and removed every single word he told me regarding the SAS mission, Operation Barras. The words of former SAS soldier, Vinnie Keane, have been removed in their entirety from this book.




    Dean Reagan is a fictional character of mine made up of the many armed services men I have met and spoken to, and he bears no resemblance or relation whatsoever to the aforementioned Vinnie Keane. Vinnie Keane has no links to and has nothing whatsoever to do with this book.




    Operation Barras has been openly discussed in the TV show, British Special Forces SAS Documentary: Operation Barras, by the disgraced former Defence Secretary, Geoff Hoon (sacked for his part in a lobbying scandal), and there have been other TV documentaries made about it, one of which, Special Forces Heroes: Operation Certain Death, I appeared in as a specialist contributor. Both TV shows contained material from former soldiers, officers and other “undisclosed” sources.


  




  

    
Introduction




    This is an account of the part a number of soldiers played in Operation Barras – the SAS-led mission to rescue British military hostages in Sierra Leone – in September 2000. It is built from research I conducted over a period of years and is constructed from interviews from both sides of the fence – ex rebel soldiers included – into the skirmish. Barras is widely recognised as the most daring, successful and outrageous assault in the history of the Regiment and let’s face it, that’s no mean feat.




    It’s true to say that it was daring, some might say even a little gung-ho, it was most certainly an outrageous mission. It was also pretty successful. The men of the UK Special Forces (UKSF) and the supporting paratroopers did what they were asked to do with very few casualties sustained on the side of the British Army and every one of the soldiers I have spoken to found the fight exciting. Over these pages you’ll see it was more exciting than you could probably imagine; in fact, when the soldiers who have recounted the tale recall the heat of battle, they often smile to themselves at the thought that maybe they shouldn’t be here now.




    As the author I often think about the group of men Britain had on her side who took on the challenge of Barras and I think also of the men of the Regiment who are no longer with us: those who have been killed in subsequent operations or accidents the world over. It’s a crying pity, but it’s also part of the job and every one of the men knows the risks when they make the decision to go for Selection (the selection process, which is a test for mental and physical endurance which you must complete to qualify for the SAS) to see if they can match up to the best the world – yes, the world – has to offer. Make no mistake here: the SAS is the best soldiering force in the world and they continue to perform virtual miracles where virtual miracles should not be performed.




    I have grouped together the accounts of a number of men on the ground that day who performed their duty to the best of their ability and came out of it winners. Some of the team were bruised, some were injured and one member of the force gave his life for what he fought for: his Queen and country. This story is compiled of different soldiers’ accounts and tells different tales, however, I have woven them into a single, first person narrative and given that narrative a name.




    This man is my soldier: he is all soldiers and he is no soldier, he is present and he is past. You will see Dean Reagan crop up in other tales from the Gulf war as his voice represents many but for this mission, he was one of the first men to hit the ground in the rebel camp after leaping into the unknown from a hovering helicopter. He was amongst the first men through the door into the house where the hostages were being held. He was the bringer of rapid death who himself also faced death and had no qualms about either. Some soldiers will distance themselves from my soldier’s voice, and that’s fine. Most will recognise at least a little bit of themselves in him. He has served in the UK, Northern Ireland, Kosovo, Bosnia, Serbia, Iraq and Afghanistan and he has brought much death upon his enemy.




    You will find remarks within these chapters that make it seem like these soldiers wanted to fight, like they wanted to shoot and kill, as though they got a kick out of it in some way and it may distress some readers. Again, make no bones about it; that is true of a lot of soldiers, not only those of the SAS and SBS. Along the way, there are personality changes, personal realisations and character growth, but in essence, what does a man think he’s going to do when he signs up to join the Army? He wants to fight. He wants the adrenaline. He wants the rush and the thrill of “kill or be killed”. When that man joins the Special Forces he wants to prove – not to others, but to himself – that he is amongst the best, most elite soldiers on the planet, that he is worthy of the sand coloured beret and believe me, doing that relies far more on mental capacity than physical strength. It also involves him pitting his wits against some of the most dangerous enemy forces on the planet and yes; he also wants to eliminate those enemies. He wants to kill them by any means necessary.




    In this book you will read accounts of heroism, bravery, hard work, determination and dedication to the task in hand. I’ve read, heard and seen various accounts of Operation Barras and to be honest, I know some of the men feel more than a little betrayed by most of them. Barras was not an operation carried out by chest-thumping, screaming and whooping wannabe Supermen and there were no superheroes fighting on Britain’s side. They were nothing more than mortal men and to say otherwise would be an insult to the memory of those who have laid down their lives in service and combat. There were no monsters, I promise you, only hard-trained and well-rehearsed soldiers who knew what they were doing and who had the ability to go beyond the call of duty and both physical and mental fatigue. That is what makes the SAS and SBS the best. I dedicate this book to those soldiers in the Regiment; the best soldiers on the planet. Every right thinking British citizen holds each one of you dear.




    I know perfectly well that this book will bring on the shaking of heads around the barracks in Hereford and that’s a shame, but I make no apologies for the story being told, because those people will shake their heads at any story, TV show, documentary or book that is made or written about the Regiment. I have watched politicians spout on, write books, appear on TV documentaries and tell all, and they are free to do so. The men of the UK Special Forces are not allowed to do that. So I am doing it for them. Let me make it plain here, that this is not an SAS man’s story. This is the story of Operation Barras. There is a notion amongst serving SAS or SBS men that former colleagues have “sold out” when a book is written about a particular assault or mission. The Ministry of Defence (MoD) banned the initial version of this book in 2008 when an SAS soldier (identified in the Royal Courts of Justice as “Soldier X”) and I stood before the Royal Courts of Justice and we were gagged. We had no legal representation and were bulldozed into signing a gagging order. In order to pursue this book’s publication I have had to remove that former SAS soldier’s words, which I have done. His words no longer play any part whatsoever in this book. Even without his words, my research has given me a unique insight into the mission and into the Regiment. I have spoken to former Parachute Regiment soldiers who were not gagged by a non-disclosure contract, as well as former rebels in Sierra Leone and that has allowed me to give as reliable an account as I already had, albeit with Soldier X’s words removed.




    All I intend with this book is to put across the story about what happened on Operation Barras from a different perspective to that of the politicians and officers, who seem to be above gagging orders for some reason. I’d also like to show the respect I have for the men of the Regiment, as well as for the incredible force who are the Paras. I disclose no Official Secrets and I reveal no serving or former soldiers’ identities. I have changed the names, descriptions and identities of every soldier I have ever been in contact with (as well as those on the mission) in order to preserve both their identities and their safety. I also interviewed members of the West Side Boys and Revolutionary United Front (RUF) rebels who are still wanted in some quarters and it was their information that gave me such a unique insight into how they operated and how their thought process worked. Their identity too, has been altered and their names changed in order to protect them from reprisals.




    Meet my soldier. His name is Dean Reagan.


  




  

    
One: Kenya




    My name is Dean Reagan and I am a soldier combined of various identities from soldiers of the regular British Armed Forces. I have fought on many fronts and in this book my character represents soldiers of the British Army, the Royal Navy and the Royal Marines, including the UK Special Forces (UKSF) also known as the Special Air Service and the Special Boat Service (SBS).




    For those of you who are unfamiliar with the SAS and SBS, they are branches of the British Army and Royal Navy. We soldiers are called Special Forces because that is what our unit is considered to be: special. I’ll explain. The SAS is made up of four squadrons: A, B, D and G, otherwise known as Sabre squadrons – the term Sabre being used more than likely due to the old cavalry units which used sabres in their armoury. I was in D Squadron. In each of the squadrons, there are four troops: Air Troop, which was my troop, also known as 16 Troop; Boat Troop, also known as 17 Troop; Mobility Troop, also known as 18 Troop; and Mountain Troop, also known as 19 Troop, why we’re given those particular numbers I don’t know. For the first two weeks of an exercise, we will disappear with our own respective troops and concentrated on our specific infiltration (infil) techniques. The idea behind this training is not only to practise our own infil skills but also to bond as a team unit and get to know each other a little better.




    As the SBS are our partners and integrated into UKSF these days, they are almost certainly involved in some measure in every one of our operations. Operation Barras was no different. The SBS is made up from, in the main, the Royal Marines. As they’re waterborne, they obviously have better hands-on experience and capabilities in that aspect and so usually, they will concentrate on operations of an amphibious nature. Just as the SAS is made up of four sections, so is the SBS. Two of them, C and X, are set up for general operations, S Squadron members are the underwater tacticians and put mini-subs and smaller vessels to good use and M Squadron is specialised in Marine Counter Terrorism. Otherwise, as I say, you’ll find them tangled up in our ranks and filling our numbers. I have no idea whatsoever why we use the letters C, M, X or S.




    I’m going to take you back to August 2000 when my unit and I were in the beautiful African country of Kenya, readying ourselves for an exercise. Air Troop were practising to do what we do best – and that was free falling from a giant Hercules aircraft from between 12,000 to 18,000 feet in the glorious sunshine and clear blue skies of Africa, as well as doing the same in the dark and cool nights. Jumping out of a place is an incredible experience: once you are out of the aircraft and falling to earth, it feels like you’re floating, even though you are actually plummeting at a shattering speed. What’s more, you even have time to take in all that beautiful scenery as you still have a good way to fall. This feeling of the wind blowing the cobwebs from your mind, to coin a phrase, continues until you pull on your ripcord, which you do at a distance of one kilometre from the ground and at a speed of 200 kilometres an hour. Then, once you’ve got yourself over the initial shock of the sudden jerk and slow down in speed, you float gently to earth. Sounds pretty good, doesn’t it? That’s because it is, and that was what our exercise was all about.




    The Boaties (Boat Troop) had gone off to a picturesque Kenyan coast made up of undulating sand dunes and glorious white beach and had been sunning themselves in a loose guise of training. Boat Troop practice manoeuvres in everything from submarine infiltrations (infils) to scuba diving and anything else to do with the sea or water based soldiering. They are a very hard-core troop. Try, for example, to imagine that you need to infil into a hostile enemy environment but you can only access it by means of landing in the sea (that sea could be freezing cold too) first – that is what the Boaties do. Once they’ve parachuted into the oggin (a naval term for the sea) they then have to find their mates and their boat – which has been parachuted down with them into a big, and usually dark, ocean. Once they’ve completed that task, they have to inflate the boat and then they have to get to shore – without being spotted. Doesn’t sound easy, does it? That’s because it isn’t.




    Parachuting into a cold sea, however, was not the case in Kenya. The men of Boat Troop were not landing in the oggin on this occasion; they were learning to bond – and what better way to bond than lying on a beach drinking a beer or two. OK, they did a little bit more than drink; they did some training with the RIBs (rigid-hulled inflatable boats) and scuba gear you’d expect from a water-orientated outfit, but they certainly caught some rays and bronzed up their tans as well.




    Mobility Troop’s speciality is anything to do with vehicles. They do whatever it takes to get the Regiment across the desert, or across snow and ice, or across any other difficult terrain that we might find in front of us. Mobility’s boys are all fully trained mechanics and they see to it that our vehicles are capable of getting us to places overland. The great thing about being in Mobility Troop is that you get to go where your average punter doesn’t. I’m talking about different countries here.




    Mobility Troop get to see what there is off the beaten track and they get to go to all the places even the most hardened and imaginative safari lover never usually sees. In Kenya, the men of Mobility Troop were enjoying their own safari. They’d stick a pin in a watering point on the map and just head off there, practising their navigational skills in the desert using both a global positioning system (GPS) and the stars. During the daytime they also had their shorts on and their tops off, slapped on some factor 50 and caught some rays. Mountain Troop legged it off to climb Mount Kenya, which at 5,200 metres or so, is second only in height to Tanzania’s awesome Mount Kilimanjaro. They took ambling, leisurely strolls up the side of the mountain, stopping off at lodges on the way to take in the scenery. As you’d expect by the name, this troop are experts in the field of mountaineering and if we are required to approach a point of entry by climbing, they lead the way, setting up all the lines and hooks that we need to get to the top.




    We all do little bits and pieces in each other’s fields and so we are trained in all aspects of the service, but we are also specialised. Therefore, even though we’re called the Special Air Service, we are really a general unit with experts in almost every area of military practice you could imagine as well as some you might not, but I won’t go into that here.




    When joining the SAS, it’s not strictly the case that if you’ve come from a regular army unit in which you’ve excelled in a particular field, then that’s what you’re going to do for the Regiment, an example being that if you’re from the Royal Electrical and Mechanical Engineers (REME), it’s usual but it doesn’t |automatically follow that you’ll join Mobility, however, if you’re an extremely accurate shot with a rifle, you’ll more than likely get a sniper’s role on top of your other duties. If you’re a natural parachutist, the chances are that you’ll end up in Air Troop and the mountain goats amongst us will inevitably be tendered out to Mountain Troop. If you swim like a fish, Boat Troop will be after you, although again, that’s not strictly speaking always the case, as only the absolute lunatic fringe or ridiculously brave amongst us forward themselves for the boats. So much so that if you put boats down as your second choice, then you’ll end up there. Boat Troop – and the SBS – is an incredibly mean, immensely strong and an extraordinarily brave outfit!




    Before I joined the SAS, I was in the Parachute Regiment and I had completed a few exercises with Air Troop, so when I came through Selection it made sense that I joined them. I’m sure the fact that I had trained with a few faces behind the scenes aided the decision, but it doesn’t always work that way. For instance, some people will be free-fall trained and yet they’ll still end up in Mobility Troop. I think the head-sheds (high ranking officers) like the idea of having soldiers who are Jacks-of-all-trades. I do feel sorry for some marines, though. In a lot of cases, they come out of the Marines and join the SAS to get away from boats, only to find themselves assigned to Boat Troop – but that’s life – and it’s also testament to how hard life can be as a member of Boat Troop, so much so that few honestly and truthfully want it.




    I hasten to add that there were around 15 or so SBS men with us in Kenya on exercise, as the top brass thought that the SAS and SBS should be more integrated than we had been in the past and they were split up amongst the four troops. Elements of 21 and 23 SAS – the Territorial Army versions of the full-time outfit (22 SAS) – were also involved and we had a few of my former troop, the Pathfinders out there training with us as well. As I’ve mentioned, Pathfinders are an elite forward reconnaissance troop and they are responsible for free falling behind enemy lines, providing observation posts and enabling, amongst many other things, the rest of the Air Assault Brigade to deploy a hostile theatres of operations. They are pretty hard-core, doing exactly what it says on the tin. They find a way in to whatever terrain or conflict you’re going to be fighting in, securing a way in for the rest of the forces being deployed. In order to join the Pathfinders you have to complete a selection process that is not too far removed from the process of joining 22 SAS. Prior to task, the powers that be had asked what we needed for that particular exercise and the participation of the Pathfinders was highly recommended. It was just common sense that they came on exercise with us as they do a fantastic job and are a fabulous bunch of blokes.




    When Air Troop arrived at our base in Kenya, we found that it was a lovely little tented affair located in an area that was a mixture of desert and bush where we maintained our drills and got some practise in. It was near a place called Nanyuki Camp, situated in the middle of the town of Nanyuki, which was pretty much a shit hole stuck in the middle of the Great Rift Valley, the arse end of Kenya. The place reminds you of what might be a modern day town in the old Wild West.




    Our camp, which was further out into the desert, was made up of the usual shack-like buildings you’d expect from a remote African town: it was hot as hell and flies were as infuriating as they were ubiquitous. The nightlife consisted solely of drinking in crummy boozers. Once the night’s boozing was over and you were sent packing, there was only the sound of the chirruping crickets to keep you company on the way back to camp. The town also had its share of Kenyan hookers who would kindly turn you a trick for a couple of quid, but they weren’t really worth even that. They were, in the main, ugly characters, but needs must, I guess, and the good-time girls certainly got their fair share of paying customers.




    As per usual, Air Troop was using a C130 for the jump training. The C130, or Hercules as you may also have heard it called, is a quadruple propeller driven beast and a great plane to jump from, because the arse end of it is so wide that a whole load of you can go off the back of it at the same time. The trouble was, the C130 we were supposed to be piling out of was knackered, so our parachute training got shit-canned. Don’t get me wrong here, the Hercules is a fabulous plane: built like brick shithouses, but they also take a hell of a beating due to the fact that they make so many desert landings. Seeing as there are no runways in the desert, we usually have to clear a makeshift runway ourselves and we invariably miss the odd few rocks and stones and they play havoc with the wheels, tyres and other mechanical paraphernalia that allow the planes to land gently – you get the picture. The wheels in particular tend to get damaged most, as they’re forever taking the biggest battering. As a result of this, something or other on a C130 usually tends to be under the scrutiny of an air mechanic and ours was no different.




    Also, if the pilots aren’t happy being in the desert and fancy a little jolly to Mombassa or somewhere similar, the planes can mysteriously break down. For example, it has been noted that when the 2003 Rugby World Cup was on and a troop was exercising in Oman, England happened to be playing Australia in the final. Of course, the troop wanted to go to the pub and watch the game but legend has it that the troop Staff Sergeant (Staffy) wasn’t keen on the idea, as he was under a lot of pressure from the head-sheds to get the necessary training completed. The same legend has it that after a quiet word to the pilots the planes suddenly, and for no apparent reason, broke down. Incredibly, it just so happened that it was an hour before kick-off and the troop had no choice but to get completely wankered in the Safari Bar at the Hyatt in Muscat – where the football just happened to be on TV.




    But the World Cup wasn’t on when we were in Kenya and we didn’t get wankered – which was a slight bit of a bummer. Geordie, our Staffy, was a really keen guy and decided that he wasn’t going to let us hang around kicking our heels in the dust. We were the most junior troop at the time and I think it’s fair to say that we were also the most enthusiastic. Having said that, we’d spent so much time on the ranges by that time, that even though we enjoyed the work, I think in our heart of hearts we’d rather have been sunning ourselves on a beach in Mombassa. But Geordie knew better and he knew what would do us good. He took us onto the ranges and we got a huge amount of range work and firing practice in.




    Now, when I say range work, I don’t mean simply lying there and firing off a load of rounds at little targets on wires a couple of hundred feet away. Our ranges were set in massive great swathes of terrain and they had to be as near to a real desert or mountain battle situation as you could possibly get. They were spread over kilometres and came complete with trees, boulders, shrubs, bushes and all the other stuff you get in a mountain valley, desert or gorge because that, of course, was precisely what they were.




    Thinking back to it, getting the chance to do more range work at that time was very good for us because we were due to bugger off to the ranges once we’d finished the parachuting drills anyway. So the whole of Air Troop got a double helping of fire drills, which wasn’t so bad when you consider it would be most men’s idea of a dream job – shooting loads of bullets down a range all day long. I know that most of my mates outside the service would have swapped jobs with me in a second. But considering we’d had the promise of a couple of dozen glorious jumps snatched away from us so suddenly, you’ll understand why we were all a little bit browned off.




    One night, we were sitting around and relaxing out after a hard day on the range and we were called into an impromptu meeting. We were told that something ‘hookey’ was going down in Sierra Leone and that we might get a job out of it. It seemed that a few British soldiers had been captured in the jungle, and although details at the time were pretty sketchy, we were told that we might be needed and we should be ready. There was soon a real buzz about the place and a lot of excitement in the air, but none of us held our breath, as it was common for us to get word of a job only for it to be called off at the last minute. That aspect of the job could be a bit of a pain in the arse.




    A few of the Pathfinders who had been training alongside our troop asked around to see if they could get in on the action, but in all honesty they didn’t stand much of a chance of coming along. Although they are pretty hard-core and great soldiers, if there’s a Special Forces mission, it is just that – Special Forces – and the fact was, that none of the Pathfinders had passed Selection.




    The SBS though, were a different kettle of fish and it’s possible the top knobs thought it would be a nice bit of army PR to have them involved. It made the most sense too, as they we been training together for the previous six weeks. There was also the fact that they were just as professional as us, so there was no real reason why they shouldn’t come along. In the past, some quarters regarded the SBS as being the poor cousins – not even brothers or sisters, but cousins. Quite clearly this was inaccurate and these days there is only the one point of entry for both sides of the Special Forces. Marines can come to us, and Paras or Royal Scots or whoever can join the SBS and any serviceman can request a try out for either branch. Nowadays, SAS and SBS are seen as equals and that’s exactly as it should be. The only thing you have to do is specify in advance which of the outfits you want to join, as the selection process is exactly the same for both.




    Some people like to think there’s a little bit of rivalry between the services and while rivalry can be healthy sometimes, it can also be detrimental – particularly when the top brass give so many of the good jobs to the SAS rather than sharing the work between us. It’s wrong for one team to get everything and other teams to get nothing. Even when the SBS do get a job, they don’t necessarily receive the recognition they deserve. It’s not about getting medals and getting your mug in the papers (anything but!), but let’s be realistic: if you’re involved in something, you will want to have some sort of credit for it – of course you would. Why do you join the SAS or SBS in the first place? It’s because you want to prove yourself to be the best.




    The cloak and dagger business and the modern SAS’s fame is down to the Iranian Embassy assault in April and May of 1988 and rightly so. The SBS have not had the same kind of recognition, because they’re a tiny unit in comparison. In the old days there was very little known about the SBS and they got almost zero recognition and there was definitely some rivalry.




    ‘We’re better off because we’re more secret than you are,’ some of them would say. It was as though some of their soldiers had no other choice than to say it. Was that right? Did they mean that? No, of course not. That was an excuse and that’s common knowledge. Of course they are, and always have been just as good and just as professional as the SAS, but the simple fact of the matter is that even in this day and age the SBS are still not so well known. It was for this reason that I knew the SBS men amongst us would love to be in the same position as the SAS. If nothing else, it looked as though the mission to Sierra Leone could be an opportunity for them to receive their due recognition. If the op did go ahead, it would be the first big assignment that none of A, B or G Squadrons (the other SAS squadrons) would be involved in. There are trains of thought that believe that was a deliberate decision and a political move. Lt Col Richard van der Horst, commanding officer of the SBS at the time was approached.




    ‘You must get the SBS involved!’ he said. ‘Over a dozen of their guys have been training with D Squadron for the last fifteen weeks. They know each other and have been training together, so let’s get them into the fray.’ Van der Horst emphasised.




    That, of course, was the correct course of action. It stood to reason that as the SBS had been training alongside the SAS it would have been pretty silly not to utilise them. Knowing the way the British Army operates there will have been bureaucratic hoops and crap to jump through but at the end of the day the commanding officer of the SBS was pleased with the result. It’s all well and good having the best banter in the world between the ranks, but when the shit hit the fan and he was approached about utilising the SBS his enthusiasm was unequivocal.




    ‘Right, how can we help?’ van der Horst said with a smile.




    The poor old Pathfinders who had also been sweating their collective arses off all that time training with us, however, were completely hacked off with the decision. There was no chance of them coming along for the ride and it was the same for the guys in the 21 Territorial Army branch. Tough luck, guys.




    One night we had an evening shoot planned and all was calm as we awaited the order for it to begin. The brews were on, the boil-in-the-bag ration packs (rat packs) were gently simmering away and we were lying on the desert sand, chilling out and half-listening to the schedules (scheds) coming over the radio. A message came through that made us sit up and listen more intently. There had been a serious accident during the last hour involving possible casualties and vehicles were going to be sent to return us to the main camp.




    Geordie got on the sat (satellite) phone and received details from HQ. It transpired that one of our teams had been driving over to hook up with us in the black of night. There is no light to guide you down the roads in that part of Kenya; you don’t get lamp posts like you do in Britain and it’s what is known as ‘Harry Pitchers’ – which is very dark to the layman. Neither are Kenyan highways up to the standard of your average British country lane. If truth were told, Kenyan highways are little more than extra-wide farm tracks. Although some are tarred, they are extremely uneven and are peppered with ruts, potholes and track marks worn into the surface of the road due to the sheer weight of trucks on them and the heat from the continual sunshine beating down on them. There is no road tax over there and as far as I’m aware there is no minister for roads either; I suppose that the government choose to spend their money on other things. The fact is though, the road in question was in such a bad condition it contributed to the loss of two of my comrades and two of Britain’s best soldiers.




    A couple of hours prior to our guys driving along that road there had been a separate accident involving a Kenyan oil tanker whose driver had somehow lost control of his wagon. The tanker had subsequently turned over and spilled its slippery load all over the road. The oil gathered in the cracks and divots and formed in pools creating little oil slicks.




    Unfortunately, neither the driver of the wagon – who was uninjured in the crash – nor anyone else who’d since arrived on the scene had either the sense or decency to give subsequent road users a warning of any sort. As it happened, the first of our vehicles, a Land Rover, went through without any problems, but when the ACMAT – a French-built troop carrier – got to the site the weight of the wagon, the state of the road and the oil upon it meant there was no way of avoiding the ensuing carnage.




    When they hit the slick, Karl, a strong, beefy bloke from the West Country who was driving, did the best he could to control the vehicle, but if you brake when your tyres are covered in oil, you will inevitably skid. The force of the skid dragged the truck to one side of the road and then the other and Karl couldn’t get a handle on it. The guys inside were thrown all over the troop carrier – first left, then right – and the majority of them were flung from the vehicle. The truck then veered horribly sideways and it went over the side of the road and tumbled down an embankment.




    Being an army truck, there were no seat belts, airbags or roll bars or any of the usual safety features and the guys still inside just had to cling on for dear life or jump from it if and when the opportunity presented itself. As the truck rocked back and forth, there was a crunching and crumpling clang of metal, then scraping and grinding on the ground as it made one final roll onto its side and then over until it ended in an upside-down position. As the engine revved and wheels still spun on the truck the guys first checked themselves over for injuries and then scanned for wounded comrades. Not everyone was lucky and it quickly became apparent there were two or three men trapped underneath the wagon. Martin ‘Marty’ Halls, a 34 year-old Staffy was one of them and Adrian ‘Adie’ Powell was the other and it was obvious both would be in poor shape, if indeed, they would survive at all. Kev ‘Sherlock’ Holmes got on the radio and immediately called for medics, but with even a brief survey of the wreckage it soon became clear to the other men that there was nothing more that could be done for the two men under the ACMAT. The guys rallied round and tried for all their worth to lift the massive transporter, but it was no use, as the truck was far too heavy.




    Matters were made worse when another couple of vehicles, a minibus and a car full of people came hurtling down the same road a few minutes later and did exactly the same thing. They also hit the oil and slewed across the road and ended up rolling down the opposite embankment, and although, incredibly, no one on the coach was killed, a few passengers came away dazed and with minor injuries. Martin Halls and Adrian Powell duly perished under the vehicle. Both men were killed instantly and although neither of them suffered, both died from huge internal injuries. Support eventually arrived and the wagon was lifted off the two dead soldiers.




    When we got back to camp, we were officially informed that Marty and Adie were dead. Training was canned early and arrangements were made to get us all back home as soon as possible. Boat Troop had not yet returned to camp as they were still dealing with other injuries to one of our Cockney mates, Rufus, at the hospital – and a couple of the other guys had also suffered broken limbs and cuts. Preparations were then made to fly Marty and Adie’s bodies back to Britain.




    We were all in pretty sombre moods while arrangements were made to get us back to England. At about the same time, we heard further rumours that the snippets we’d heard earlier about Sierra Leone were true: that the shit really was hitting the fan. Word from Hereford was that there had indeed been British soldiers grabbed by an as yet unidentified armed and dangerous rebel force. It didn’t take much longer for confirmation to come through that a group of Irish Rangers had definitely been taken hostage, though details were still sketchy. We knew that unless the matter was dealt with very quickly we’d be called upon. As soon as there are British hostages taken anywhere in the world, the SAS begin their contingency plans. Ninety-nine times out of a hundred, we will not be used, but we have to be ready for the one time that we might be.




    As the rest of the troop sat around discussing the recent accident, it became apparent that a couple of my closer mates, Derek Boffin and Sam Hughes, both Birmingham lads, had changed seats from the front of the ACMAT to another vehicle in the convoy just prior to the crash. Moments earlier, they’d been sitting alongside Marty and Adie. Neither Sam nor Derek knew anything about the accident until they arrived back at the camp. Sam was close to both dead men on a personal level and like the rest of us, was devastated. It demonstrated to us all how delicate a thread it is by which life hangs, certainly in our job.




    Marty and Adie’s bodies were flown home with the rest of their troop and some of their closer friends from the Regiment. The rest of us stayed on in Kenya for a couple of days longer to finish up on our exercises and then we were flown back to Brize Norton, an RAF airport. We were picked up from there by a CH-47 Chinook helicopter and flown immediately back to Stirling Lines (our base in Hereford).




    During the flight back to England, we were all on a downer because of the two deaths. It’s something you never anticipate. When training begins the last thing you expect is for a couple of friends to die during the exercise. In the heat of battle, yes. It also dawned on me that I would soon attend my first ‘services’ funeral and I didn’t know what to expect. Funerals are shitty things at the best of times, but from what the lads had told me, the Regiment always seemed to be attending them – and it was the worst part of the job.




    There’s no doubt about it: SAS soldiers live in an extremely dangerous environment for most of their working lives and even if the threat of death is part of the job it doesn’t make it any easier: a mate here, a mate there, one more down and another one dead. It’s shitty. It really is seriously shitty.


  




  

    
Two: Funerals and Dakar




    All SAS funerals are unannounced and the first thing the people of Hereford know of them is when police-escorted coaches full of with uniformed soldiers drive through the town centre. Many of the townsfolk stand still and bow their heads out of respect and that’s something I will always admire about the people of Hereford.




    A funeral in the Regiment is not your average, run-of-the-mill affair. As we are Special Forces, we have to retain a certain amount of anonymity and there is security in place to cover that. We do, however, suffer from the press poking their beaks in and trying to intrude on the grief of dead men’s families’ and consequently we do whatever we can to avoid them. The further you go through your Regiment life, the more it becomes something of a grind, but it is an issue we have now grown used to dealing with. Since the huge worldwide publicity the outfit gained back in 1980 when the SAS took out the terrorists involved in the Iranian Embassy siege, and after that in 1988 when the I.R.A. terrorist cell were taken out so effectively in Gibraltar, we’ve been front-page news and the press seem to think that gives them the right to photograph us and try to expose us at every turn. Maybe they think it’s some kind of game, but we don’t believe having our mugs plastered across the newspapers is the best way of dealing with the world of undercover espionage. They have their jobs to do, I suppose, and maybe they believe they’re only doing it to the best of their ability, but I would like to let them know how intrusive they can get. So, to any pressmen or women reading this, come on, guys, a modicum of dignity, leave it out at the funerals, eh?




    The troops got back to England on the morning of the funeral and we made it back to Hereford in time for the prayers and hymns. We get there as quickly as possible as it’s preferred that we all pay our respects together as a Regiment for a fallen comrade. St Martin’s is a small church situated south of the River Wye in Hereford. Although it’s a pretty enough little place, when we got off the coach it stood out starkly against a blue, cloudy sky. We stood a moment and each of us looked upwards to the heavens. Would it rain? There was very little room in the church and this being my first funeral, I’d heard it was usual. Due to the fact that it was a double funeral and there was a huge turnout for both guys, there were too many people to fit inside the church and plenty listened to the service from outside the main building. Around 100 of Adie’s family and friends made the journey from Cardiff to say their farewells. Marty was survived by a wife and young son, while Adie, who was aged thirty and had been in the Regiment for only six months, was unmarried.




    It is never taken as a given that an SAS or SBS soldier’s body will be buried in the SAS plot at ST Martin’s, as it is up to the family whether they want their son to be laid to rest in Hereford or not. There are plenty of our soldiers buried in their hometowns up and down the country. If that is the case, we board coaches and attend the service in their own town with the only difference being that the service is conducted without the volley of fire and we don’t wear uniforms. The dead soldier will always, however, have a plaque of remembrance dedicated to them in the Special Forces plot in the cemetery at St Martin’s – unfortunately there are way too many of those plaques.




    The wake was held in the sergeants’ mess back at Stirling Lines. Considering it’s an army barracks, it’s quite a homely place and it was humming with the murmurs of quietly chatting and grieving families. Some relatives stood with bowed heads and tear-filled eyes; the two fathers comforting their boys’ mothers as they held their heads high and smiled with love and pride as they heard about the acts of heroism and bravery their sons had been involved in, choking back the sobs so as not to dishonour their children’s memories; troops openly crying for their mates who they would never see again; Marty and Adie’s partners standing, not knowing how to act and unknowing of just what might have been. The mess was crammed. Everyone who knew the two dead soldiers was welcome to attend the funeral and there were plenty of tears shed for the men.




    I have to admit that I didn’t know Marty that well. Everyone had the utmost respect for him and he had been earmarked as a potential Staffy and the future of Boat Troop. I knew Adie far better though, as he’d joined the Regiment a short while before I did and everyone liked him. He was a Welshman through and through, so it kind of goes without saying that he was a good rugby player – though not so good at football. I was on a diving course when I first met him and we got on from day one. Mind you, everyone got on with Adie.




    As I stood in the Sergeant’s mess looking around at the sad faces, I couldn’t think of anything other than what a crappy way to die. I stood there listening to the eulogies and I still couldn’t believe the guys were gone. What a waste of life. What a waste of two brilliant soldiers. I had a lot of trouble getting my head around it, mainly I think due to the fact that it was my first experience of an SAS funeral – well, wake – and it was a double header at that. There was also the fact that I had been on exercise with them and we’d all been expecting them to return as usual on the night they’d died. Everything about it was horrible but what could I do? What could any of us do? The answer was that we just had to get on with it – get on with the rest of our lives.




    I was drawn back from my reminiscing when a group of us were collared and told to go through to a separate part of the mess as there was apparently something we urgently needed to hear. Once assembled, we were instructed that some of us would be deploying immediately to Dakar to attend to the incident in Sierra Leone that we’d heard the rumours about. Up until that point, we’d only been given little snippets of information here and there but this was confirmation that it was going to be big. The exact details were, of course, on a strictly need-to-know basis and we didn’t know precisely what the mission was but the words “hostage” and “army” had been bandied around for the previous week, so none of us needed to be rocket scientists to work out what had happened. Mobility Troop were ordered to get their act together immediately and told they’d be moving that night, while we were told we would be following them in a couple of days.




    As the situation was so urgent there was no time for the guys in Mobility to spend even the night with their wives, families or girlfriends.




    ‘Get your arse ready and back on the plane and off you go and get your job done,’ they were told.




    Not one of them complained though, as taking the rough with the smooth is all just part of the job. You just get as much of your stuff together as you can within the smallest amount of time, say goodbye to your loved ones and then you leg it. Given that we’d only just been pulled from a double funeral, it was at the forefront of our minds that we didn’t know when we were going to have the chance to see or speak to them again: to tell your missus and/or kids how much you love them; to tell your mum and dad you love them and thank them for everything they’ve done for you; to tell your brother you’re proud of him. You’d be amazed at the amount of people who go away with, “Oh bollocks, I wish I’d said this and this, or I wish I’d done that,” on their minds.




    Our soldiering kit is always supposed to be packed and ready to go at a moment’s notice. It’s left in cabinets at the barracks and is regularly checked and serviced and unless there is any specialist gear required, it’s ready to roll whenever we are needed. Well, that’s the theory, but for whatever reason there always seems to be a last minute rush to get hold of something or other and it wouldn’t have felt right if someone hadn’t been running around searching for something or other. The stores were always open if you needed anything else and from time to time we borrowed from each other. It wasn’t like the green army (the rest of the regular British Army), in which you had to fill out request forms and go through long-winded rigmaroles like that. Pretty much anything we needed that was available in the stores (which wasn’t always brimming with the most up to date gear) was signed out without question.




    The apprehension and adrenaline at the thought of battle made me feel fantastic. My blood pumped faster and due to the anticipated action, the adrenaline released epinephrine in my brain. Now it was real – I knew that we were definitely being deployed. The snippets of information we had heard while in Kenya were now being acted upon and we knew that the situation must be pretty serious, because it was the SAS who’d been chosen for the mission. However, there was slight apprehension as we weren’t the designated spearhead squadron (the squadron earmarked for the next job) at that time and protocol dictated that it shouldn’t really have been us who got the job. B Squadron was the on-call force and they should have got the job to deploy on any missions that required Special Forces intervention. It was they who were on standby and there would definitely be a tug-of-war between their head sheds and ours as to who got the job.




    There’s a reason for the standby, let me explain: in the Regiment (and now the SBS too), a soldier completes a two-year rotation, of which six months is spent on ‘the team’, which is an anti-terrorist role – for situations such as the Iranian Embassy attack in 1980. The next part of the rotation is spent on dedicated training, which means brushing up on any specialist skills. After that you go on standby training, which is building up and preparing to go on full-blown operations. Finally, you go on operational tours for six months at a time, such as in Iraq or Afghanistan. This brings you to the end of your two years rotation when you’ll find yourself once again back on the team. While on the team, you get to wear all the sexy black kit you see in pictures on the Internet (or as worn by Ross Kemp and ex SAS soldier, Chris Ryan, in Ultimate Force, known as Ultimate Farce by the real soldiers) and each troop is confined to either three hours’ or thirty minutes’ notice to move, and that is how it remains for the next six months. There are always two full troops on the team – one on three hours’ and one on thirty minutes’ notice.




    Standby, also known as Special Projects (SP) is without question the best place to be. You don’t tend to get overseas exercises but you do get to brush up on your basic skills with meds (medical) training, dems (demolitions) training, some low-level skydiving, mobility training and generally making sure you’re ready for anything. This means that if something crops up, everyone can be back at HQ within 12 hours and prepared to move. It’s non-stop when you’re on standby, it is interesting work and it keeps your mind alert at all times.




    As it was, despite B Squadron being the unit on standby, it was D Squadron that was chosen to deal with the Sierra Leone situation.




    Rumour had it that the decision might have had something to do with the fact that the Colonel at the time was ex-D Squadron. I think it was more likely that they used us because all our kit was already packed and someone was needed to jump in there in quicker-than-usual style and if Special Forces were called for in jungle terrain – and Africa in particular – it made sense that is was us who got the call: we were range fresh and we were exercise fresh, so off we went.




    A lot of the guys in B Squadron were monumentally pissed off by this decision at the time, however, when the commanding officer (CO – the colonel in charge of the whole Regiment) is ex-D Squadron, you just have to take it.




    The advance party got themselves organised, packed up all the kit they required and set off the next day. The next time we’d see them would be in Sierra Leone. Those of us left behind knew we didn’t have much time to ourselves before we were off too, so we got down to family business and spent as much time with our nearest and dearest as we could. My girlfriend, Petra (Pet, now my wife), was worried sick about me being deployed, but then she always was, which was understandable, I suppose. Many Special Forces soldiers’ relationships suffer irreparably due to the fact that their wives or girlfriends don’t have a clue whether their other halves will be killed or come back from their next job crippled and that uncertainty can really pile on the pressure. Let’s face it, not many jobs involve that kind of stress and trauma.




    You do your best to comfort and console your loved ones. I’m one of the very few whose marriages is still intact.




    ‘Love, honestly, it’s nothing to worry about,’ you tell them. ‘We probably won’t even get stuck in anyway. We’ll be back before you know it.’




    Fortunately, Pet was a very accommodating girlfriend and she understood as much as she could and supported me fully. That didn’t mean that leaving her was made any easier, but we always had a great time when we were together to make up for the months we spent apart.




    The advance party left and four days later the rest of us hot-footed it down to Brize Norton and from there we got loaded up with shooters, grenades, ammo, webbing, kit and the rest of the usual gear we took with us on manoeuvres. As per any other airport, when we got there we had to sit around on our arses, twiddling our thumbs and waiting to be processed before being called for our flight. I sat talking with a couple of the more experienced guys about the deaths of Marty and Adie. It was only after speaking to them that I could begin to focus on the future and the job in hand. They explained that death was something I’d simply have to get used to, and as much as I didn’t want it to be, in my heart I knew that they were only telling me the truth.




    ‘You gotta get over it, Deano. It happens to us all in the end.’




    ‘Just have to get on with it, mate.’




    ‘Fuck it. Life goes on, Dean.’




    A couple of brews later we received instructions we were almost ready to board. This being the RAF though, the whole process took just that little bit longer than necessary, so we continued to wait until they were ready for us – mind you, it was still quicker than flying out of Heathrow! When they were eventually set, we got ourselves onto a Hercules and made ourselves comfy.




    If you have any sense, the first thing you do on board a C130 after you’ve got airbourne is get out of your seat and sling up a hammock and get your head down. The C130 is probably the only plane the British army has that you can do this in. You have to utilise every inch of space you can or you won’t get your hammock slung. That may mean hanging it from pipes or whatever else there is protruding from the fuselage, but hang your hammock you must and do. You then get your head down for as long as you can.




    I lay in my hammock, put my hands behind my head and shut my eyes. I was out like a light and the next thing I remember was being shaken awake five minutes before we approached Dakar, which was the first rendezvous (RV) for the plane. The pilot announced that we were approaching the airport and a couple of us rubbed the plane’s dirty windows to get a look outside before the massive Hercules touched down. I could see it was sunny, which meant some welcome warmth, and dry.




    With the usual screech of tyres on tarmac, we hit the ground with a little bump or two and a few minutes later we’d taxied over to a huge hangar, where we came to a standstill. I stood up, gave myself a big stretch, scratched my balls and under my arms, sniffed my fingers and had a big, tired yawn. I felt dog-tired. My body ached all over and my head felt like it was in a thousand pieces. Once the unloading ramp opened, I peeped out from the back of the Hercules and shielded my eyes from the bright sunlight. It was almost blinding, so I took out a pair of Prada sunglasses and put them on, chuckling to myself, as I had been looking after them for a mate after he’d asked me to carry them for him during our last night out in Manchester and as I adjusted them on my head, I knew he’d never see them again. I’m not very good with sunglasses.




    ‘Cheers, Paco,’ I said to myself as I looked up at the now not-so-bright sky, wondering when we’d next be out on the piss again. I missed home.




    It was teatime and we all trooped wearily off the back of the Hercules with dark semicircles under our eyes and what looked like a couple of days’ worth of stubble on our cheeks and chins. We looked like tramps, which didn’t really matter too much, as we don’t normally look like typical soldiers. Deception is good. The airport was buzzing with the usual Army and RAF traffic and the plane was methodically unloaded.




    Although we were military personnel and had flown in on an RAF Hercules, we still needed to go through the usual process of airport security and the rest of it. Even SAS men don’t have access-all-area passes.




    Once cleared I walked, dragging my feet in a slovenly manner and kicking up little dust clouds as I went, and headed toward a rusty old corrugated iron-roofed hangar, which would act as our forward mounting base (FMB) for the foreseeable future. Everything we’d need during the operation would be shipped to here and it would also become the Squadron Quartermaster stores (SQMS), even if it were only to store more rations. During a mission, everything the Quartermaster (QM) thinks we might need is delivered to this point, but nine times out of ten it will all go back unopened. High-powered communications (comms) systems were also set up so that we were guaranteed a direct link back to Hereford.




    The hangar had been partially cleared out for us by an advance party and I immediately noticed that annoyingly – this meant sleeping would be a problem as we wouldn’t be able to avoid the noise – the HQ had been set up slap-bang in the middle of the space and as we walked in I saw that they’d already begun to hook up all the radio equipment. There were wires of all colours and sizes strung out from every available surface and if you didn’t have your wits about you, you stood the chance of getting yourself caught up in them.




    The forward party had also been busy setting up a bunch of old cots for us to use as makeshift beds and those amongst us with any nous or experience avoided the communications centre and got our heads down as far away from the chatter and bustle as we could.




    The rest of the accommodation was also very basic. The toilets didn’t work properly due to the flushing system being broken and when I first went for a pee I ended up almost puking my guts out at the stench. It was, without doubt, the worst smelling, vile piss-can my nostrils had ever had the misfortune of being assaulted with, so I made my way to the back of the hangar and relieved myself against the wall. I tell a lie – it wasn’t the worst. That dubious honour has to go to a shit-hole (literally) in Chichaoua, Morocco, which I (unfortunately) came across while I was on a school trip heading from Marrakesh to the coast city of Essaouira. There was an old training barracks we were looking at and the toilets were essentially open sewers that you hung your arse over and crapped. They were an excuse for toilets. We school kids had to pour buckets and buckets of water down them to shut out the stench. It was horrendous!




    After making my way to the canteen the Dakar menu – and I use the term loosely – was also the pits (I moan a lot, don’t I?). There was a lack of anything even remotely edible and in the end we set up our Hexi stoves and used our own pots and pans and cooked up the boil-in-the-bag rat packs we’d brought with us. At least that ensured there was something a little bit palatable to eat. It was the Boy Scouts in us coming out.




    As I said, I knew the main comms area was going to be a noisy place, and even though I’d claimed a cot as far away from the noise as I could, it still wasn’t nearly far enough away. The rattle and hum of the operations (ops) centre reverberated around the hangar and ruined any chance of us getting the 40 or so winks we so desperately needed. Whatever was going to happen in the murky depths of Sierra Leone would be orchestrated from Hereford via Dakar. Dakar is the Senegalese capital and it was of strategic and logistical importance as a place to use if we ever needed a base in West Africa. It was also a mere stone’s throw from Sierra Leone. In Dakar, our guys behind the scenes could process everything coming through directly to us, which in theory meant anything from ammunition and sleeping equipment to our very own support group – that excellent band of soldiers, the Paras.




    As we killed time, the smokers amongst us lit up and blue-grey plumes of smoke billowed into the air, which made the tiny dust particles in the hangar stand out in the rays of the sun that broke through the windows and doors. It looked great. I’ve never been a smoker myself, but elder brother smokes like a chimney. I’ve been nagging him for years to stop, but I now know that I’ve got no chance. Quite a few of our guys don’t smoke and don’t like it, myself obviously included, but if you’re a smoker and you need a fag, then I guess you need a fag. I’ve witnessed some people get very tetchy if they don’t have their nicotine fix. That doesn’t mean I’ll ever understand it though. I won’t.
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