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FOREWORD TO THE FIRST EDITION

It is not very easy to take a decision which commits your country to fight a war eight thousand miles from home. At such times it is impossible to clear the mind of the inevitable heartbreak of war  of all wars  and the grief of those families who suffer loss.

But on Friday, 2 April 1982, Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands.

On the previous Wednesday evening, John Nott, Secretary of State for Defence, had hurried into my study at the House of Commons, anxiety in his face, tenseness in his every movement. He told me that the Argentine Fleet had set sail, whether for another exercise or to invade the Falkland Islands, he knew not.

As the news hardened, I called several people together, ministers and advisers. If the islands were invaded, I knew exactly what we must do  we must get them back. Their people were our people. Their loyalty and devotion to Queen and Country had never faltered. As so often in politics the question was not, what should we do? But, how could it be done? The Falklands were three weeks sailing time away  three weeks warning to the enemy  the seas were inhospitable and there would be no British air base on land. The Chief of Defence Staff was in New Zealand on an official visit. Other advisers were not very optimistic about our chances. But appeasement? Britain? Never. Admiral Leach joined us.

First Sea Lord, if this invasion happens, precisely what can we do? I enquired. I shall never forget the quiet, calm, confident answer.

I can put together a Task Force of destroyers, frigates, landing craft, support vessels, he said. It will be led by the aircraft carriers HMS Hermes and HMS Invincible. It can be ready to leave in forty-eight hours.

Once again, the hour had produced the man. It was to produce many more throughout the campaign  Admiral Fieldhouse, whose warm humanity and sureness of touch never failed him or us; Admiral Lewin, Chief of Defence Staff, a tower of wisdom and strength; Admiral Woodward himself, who saw the risks, knew and felt every loss, and who raised morale day by day by day. There were many others, some known heroes, others whose valiant deeds are written on the scroll of life. Eventually we sent a hundred ships and twenty-five thousand men, but we were not to know that at the beginning.

The issue, from the start, was one of purest principle. Foreign governments all over the world waited, some of them anxiously, for our reaction. But British people, everywhere, knew there could be but one answer.

And, when finally the Royal Navy put the land forces ashore in Carlos Bay in the early hours of 21 May, one island farmer summed up, in a sense, what it is about us which so often sets this nation apart. Asked by an officer of the Parachute Regiment whether he was surprised to find the Task Force anchored in the Bay, the farmer replied, No, not a bit. We knew Maggie would come.

He said Maggie. But he meant Britain. He meant all of us. Because he knew that we, as a people, believe in the Rule of Law, in fair play and decency. We will not accept military hooliganism against us and I am perfectly certain that many small countries felt that much more secure when, in 1982, the British Lion again made his stand against a tyrant and for the rights of the citizens of the tiny, remote Falkland Islands.

This book, One Hundred Days, is written by a man whom, at the time, I had never met, but who was constantly in my thoughts throughout those dreadful weeks of the spring of 1982. He was then, to all of us, Rear Admiral Sandy Woodward, Commander of the Task Force. Later he became Admiral Sir John Woodward, Commander-in-Chief, Naval Home Command. But he will always be remembered as the senior British commander on the spot who bore the major responsibility for the recapture of the Falkland Islands.

As they have done so many times in past conflicts, the Royal Navy once more chose the right man to accomplish an extremely hazardous task. The tall, rather stern, former nuclear submarine commander sailed to the south with the highest academic and practical qualifications  in naval strategy and operations, nuclear engineering, anti-aircraft missile defence systems, computer technology, and senior naval planning and management techniques. There were those who considered him the cleverest man in the Navy. French newspapers called him Nelson. He was precisely the right man to fight the worlds first computer war.

In this book he tells, finally, his own story as seen from the Admirals Bridge of the 29,000-ton carrier HMS Hermes. As a narrative, it is historically important because the Admiral allows us to follow his thoughts, his plans, his fears and, as a life-long career officer, his expectations of those who would fight with such high courage under his command  sometimes against a near-suicidal enemy. He takes us into the heart of fierce actions fought by the Royal Navy both in Falkland Sound and on the high seas. When the British Fleet steamed through the night and passed silently below the Argentinian gun positions on Fanning Head as they made for the landing beaches, the tension must have been unbearable for the commander. In Chapter Thirteen he takes us with them, behind the guns of HMS Antrim.

In the end, Sandy Woodward shows himself to be not only a very great patriot and a superb sea-going admiral, he demonstrates to us who were not there the inevitability of his actions, how so many hard, critical decisions ultimately made themselves.

But I do believe his book, perhaps unknowingly, reveals the massive sense of justice that was ever-present in the minds of the men who fought in the South Atlantic. Some of them never came home. To them and their families, we owe an enormous debt of gratitude which we can never repay. I doubt if either the Admiral or I will ever be entirely free of that private, lonely responsibility.

I believe that all who read this very personal account of the war, will feel some pride in the kind of people we are, and in the country which gave us birth. We have a long heritage of freedom and in 1982 it was most nobly upheld by all of our armed forces who took part in the battle for the Falkland Islands.

MARGARET THATCHER, 1992





PREFACE TO THE FIRST EDITION

I have tried to write this book as if I were telling my story to a close friend. And to help me in this task I selected Patrick Robinson, who was thus obliged to sit very quietly, very patiently and do a great deal of listening  none of which are his strong suits. I chose him because he is not a serving officer in the Royal Navy; indeed has never been in the Royal Navy, and so far as I know does not intend to sign on now. He is what you might describe as a layman  an author who has written bestsellers about yacht racing and, in calmer waters, the University Boat Race.

But, in his own words, battleships had thus far eluded him. Which in one sense clarified my task (to him I would have to explain just about everything). But in another sense it made the entire project more onerous, in that I would be permitted to take nothing for granted on behalf of my readers. If there is one sentence I shall remember from Patrick for all of my days it will be the first time he felt he had to say: I have not the slightest idea what you are talking about  and neither I suspect will anyone else! This occurred on Day One.

Why, you may wonder, did I not dispense with all of that heartache and self-inflicted grief by hiring a proper naval historian to assist me? Because, I suspected, it would be the kiss of death for a book such as this, for four principal reasons:


a) just about every historian I know has already written a book about the conflict in the South Atlantic;

b) historians are inclined to write for each other, and for other experts, other specialists;

c) they would, in their entirely proper search for the truth, have found the temptation to argue with me quite irresistible  perhaps the only thing we would have agreed upon was that no one would ever have heard of me but for the events of 1982;

d) I did not, in any event, want to write a formal history. It is too soon for that. I sought only to document the thoughts and opinions of the senior naval Forward Commander, from first to last. And for that I needed a professional writer with an entirely open mind.



As it was I ended up with this extraordinary man to help me. Putting it as kindly as I can, he has a keenly developed sense of drama. This led him to badger me mercilessly into describing things I considered both boring and commonplace. He practically had apoplexy when I attempted to dismiss the first sinking of a Royal Naval warship for forty years with the short phrase from my diary: They blew my old ship Sheffield away last night

But together we somehow sailed the course. And we have tried to restrict ourselves to revealing, as plainly and honestly as possible, what went on in my mind throughout those weeks, how I planned things, how I saw things, and how events affected me. This entailed careful adherence to the essentials of my diary and letters of the time, with the addition of much extra material to put it in proper context.

You must judge for yourself whether or not I am capable of such honesty. By definition this book has to be uncomfortably self-revealing, but I am fairly well prepared for any consequential discomfort. For I have been variously accused by the media: not least, of cowardice  indeed it was the highly reputable one-time editor of the Daily Telegraph Max Hastings who repeated the charge, made of course by others, that I should have been awarded the South Africa Star, because I positioned HMS Hermes so far back to the east of the action.

They said I had no idea how to treat the media. That I was over-confident in April, over-cautious in May. That I failed to understand amphibious warfare, or air warfare. That I was in fact out of my depth (Sunday Telegraph). As for personal descriptions, the too-aptly named Times Insight Team, reported my flaming red hair as matching my character. They may or may not have got the character right, but their lack of a capless colour photo led them well astray on the colour of my hair in their search for catchy phrases.

If, after reading this book, you happen to agree with the most critical of the commentators, that I am a coward, an incompetent, and arrogant to boot, then so be it. In any case, a leader has to have an element of all those things in him, and I am only trying to give you a glimpse into the mind of a bloke who found himself in charge, in the front line of the war.



I think the aspect of the book which most surprised my editors and publishers, and indeed Patrick, was the inescapable conclusion that, one way and another, it was a bit of a close call.

There have been those who went as far as to describe Britains battle to recover the Falkland Islands as A damned close run thing, as the Duke of Wellington was moved to do after Waterloo. I dont quite go that far  but, like the late but timely arrival of Bluchers army, there were several critical turning points which could have gone either way. Most of them, I was glad to note at the time, turned in our favour.

It should also be recalled that there were several entirely competent organizations which initially suspected the whole operation was doomed. In no particular order they were:


a) the United States Navy, which considered the re-capture of the Falkland Islands by British forces alone to be a military impossibility;

b) the Ministry of Defence in Whitehall, which assessed that a tolerable air situation could not be achieved and that therefore the battle could not be won;

c) the Army, which considered it to be ill-advised, for lack of a proper advantage ratio in land force numbers;

d) the Royal Air Force, which, seeing little role for themselves on account of the vast distances, and no chance of a navy surviving in the face of an air force, was inclined to agree;

e) the Secretary of State for Defence, Mr (now Sir) John Nott, who firstly represented the views of his ministry and possibly also since success in it would probably overturn his 1981 Defence Review.



There were certainly very many more people calling BACK! than there were calling FORWARD!, and most of the ones calling BACK! sat in high places. But the principal voice calling FORWARD! was that of the First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Henry Leach, the professional head of the Royal Navy, my ultimate boss. And he was the man whose voice had to be listened to, whatever his innermost thoughts. If he said the Navy could do it, that was essentially that. Not least because that was what Mrs Thatcher and the majority of British people wanted to hear.

In addition he had an extremely powerful supporter across the Atlantic Ocean in the person of Mr (now Sir) Caspar Weinberger, Americas Defence Secretary, who took a solid stand in Britains favour in the face of every kind of local opposition. Cap Weinberger cast aside the hitherto pro-Argentina stance of the Reagan Administration  arguing his President and the Pentagon into giving much support to Americas staunchest military ally. In his own excellent book, Fighting for Peace, Sir Caspar outlines his firm and inviolate instructions to his military subordinates that Britain be given every possible assistance in terms of hardware and intelligence.

All of us have reason to be extraordinarily grateful to a very good friend for offering assistance in times of need; perhaps I owe a debt greater than most. For the newest version of the American Sidewinder air-to-air missile was one of the decisive weapons in the combat above the ground, and over the ocean. Also, without US co-operation in allowing us access to Ascension, we would not have had that vital forward base for our forces in the south. Never mind the other ways that help was provided, lack of these two alone would probably have reversed the outcome. I am thus doubly grateful for Cap Weinbergers generous assertion, that The War in the South Atlantic was won by the indomitable will of the British armed forces.

In general terms the British victory would have to be judged anyway as a fairly close run thing in matters of timing, land forces and air forces. There was also the inescapable truth that the Argentinian commanders failed inexplicably to realize that if they had hit either of our aircraft carriers, the British would have been finished. They never really came after the targets that would surely have given them the best chance of victory.

As it was, we fought our way along a knife-edge, I realising perhaps more than most (and certainly more than Max Hastingss informant), that one major mishap, a mine, an explosion, a fire, whatever, in either of our two aircraft carriers, would almost certainly have proved fatal to the whole operation. We lost Sheffield, Coventry, Ardent, Antelope, Atlantic Conveyor, and Sir Galahad. If the Args bombs had been properly fused for low-level air raids we would surely have lost Antrim, Plymouth, Argonaut, Broadsword and Glasgow. And we were very lucky indeed that Glamorgan and Brilliant were still floating in mid-June.

Basically it was all a bit tight, and I hope this book will illuminate what a searching test the Royal Navy underwent.

I have tried to be graphic, where necessary, and I have tried to convey something of the professionalism required in sea warfare. I have also quoted shamelessly from personal letters home to my wife, and also from the diary I kept each night  a diary which displays not only my frequent ill-temper and occasional insecurities, but also my impatience, my tensions, my lack of tact and understanding, and most of the other failings of the human race. That diary, like many others, was more a safety valve and confessional, than any attempt to record facts.

I have begun the book with the Sheffield because it gave me an opportunity to bring you right into the Operations Room with the men who formed our Picket Line in the three Type 42 guided-missile destroyers, none of which survived the war unscathed. Also, it is important to have such a picture in your mind, as a backdrop of the dreadful reality of war, if you are to share the experience of the commander. Because he, above all, must act in the face of those realities, never taking counsel of his own worst fears.

I cannot and do not pretend to know all that went on. Nor can I possibly do justice the inshore naval, amphibious and land force commanders and their operations. So I could never pretend to be giving you the truth, the whole truth and nothing but the truth. I doubt I even knew as much as half of what went on in my own particular area of responsibility first hand  much less anyone elses. But throughout the book we have picked out most of the key ingredients from many other sources: from friends, colleagues and, in some instances, from strangers who fought the war with me, in other ships, in other places, but nevertheless, with me.

My story swings inevitably through the sagas of the weather, the sea conditions and sudden, intense, short-lived action, with its persistent reverberations, that kept the adrenalin flowing and rendered boredom a permanent outcast. Patrick and I have tried to make it real. We have tried not to exaggerate, and I have tried not to defend myself. If you do not think much of me at the end, thats just another risk I have to take.

Meanwhile we may as well take the plunge, get into some of those dreadful realities I mentioned, and transport ourselves back to the cold grey waters off the Falkland Islands, May 1982  watching, waiting, for the Argentinian missile strike we more or less knew was due, on this day.

SANDY WOODWARD, April 1991





PREFACE TO THE SECOND EDITION

In the preface to the first edition, published in 1991, I wrote that I did not want to try and write a formal history of the Falklands War, believing it to be too soon for that. In 2002, it is still too soon  there are many events and stories that may not yet be told for all sorts of good and perhaps not-so-good reasons. However I find I cannot just leave the first edition unamended, stuck in the mists of 1991, when so much more has emerged and been revealed since then.

Sailing south in the April of 1982 I jotted down in my diary a phrase to help me plan ahead: What is it today, that tomorrow, I will wish I had done yesterday? Sadly, there seem to be many things concerned with the battle for the Falklands which fall into that category now that it is already the tomorrow of twenty years later. No doubt, we could all have done better, had we known better, at the time. The same may be said of the historiography of the war and our first accounts of the events, as we saw them. Amongst these there were groups who, though satisfied at the overall outcome, were variously distressed at the way the outcome was achieved. Some were very much justified: at the top of that list are all those who lost relatives and friends, and those who were disabled. Lower down that list, other areas of anxiety existed, unknown to me, two of which can come under the heading of professional contention.

It was only when I read the accounts of my two fellow Commander Task Groups (CTGs) for instance, after the publication of my own book, that I realized that serious contention between us existed  such reports as I previously had, I put down to the normal behaviour of the press and/or the natural exuberance of the time, often recorded in personal diaries. It was also only then I realized I had failed to share with them many of the factors which drove my decisions, both at the time and in the first edition. Had I been aware of their concerns, I would have taken more care to examine the causes of them, to explain, even justify their dissatisfactions in my book.

Now that I have been able to read and reread their accounts, I have tried, in this second edition, to reduce the level and range of contention between us, the three front-line CTGs; myself, the Battle Group Commander; Commodore Michael Clapp, the Amphibious Group Commander; and Brigadier Julian Thompson, the Landing Group Commander  and have incorporated their comments and perspectives into this revised account. But I still cannot possibly know even half of what went on in my own Battle Group, much less any one elses. This can only be another short step towards clarifying those professional contentions on the way to what may come to be written as definitive history many years ahead.

However, several matters can only be covered in a new preface since they would cause major distortion of the run of the book. Firstly, a personal apology: the quote from a letter by Field Marshal Lord Bramall on the first edition flysheet was gravely offensive to the Amphibious Group. It was a direct quote, but it was incorrectly informed. It should be made quite clear that the choice of San Carlos as the landing place was a corporate decision, and most certainly could never be claimed as my own. The decision was governed primarily by amphibious considerations, but there were many non-amphibious factors of considerable importance. The final decision between all the various, often conflicting inputs lay with the Task Force Commander, the Commander-in-Chief, at his headquarters in Northwood, the only place where all the factors could be balanced. The quote should not have been used. I unreservedly apologize for letting this through the net.

Secondly, and as a lead-in to several other matters, the Task Force command structure  known as the Task Organization  in the South Atlantic proved to be a major concern for the Amphibious and the Landing Group commanders, and was consequently discussed at some length in both their books, No Picnic by Julian Thompson and Amphibious Assault Falklands, which Mike Clapp co-wrote with Ewen Southby-Taylor a Royal Marine major. Both books are of high quality and make essential reading for students of the campaign. But like my own, neither should be taken as Gospel when they comment on other commanders business. Both Mike and Julian told me that they had deliberately avoided reading my account before writing their own for fear of it influencing their opinions. That is entirely understandable  my own opinions have certainly now been influenced by their books  as will readily be seen. This is how history is written and is a reminder that individual first-hand accounts of any event, taken in isolation, can be misleading.

But it does suggest that their judgements of events and people outside their own immediate experience should be taken strictly as their opinions of the time, not as objective post-event analysis. This judgement must include my own book, of course. Mikes book, excellent in almost every way and illuminating in its detailed account of Amphibious Group business, is notable also for singling out colleagues and superiors as occasional targets for criticism without telling his readers whether the opinion given was culled from his direct memories and records of the time, or given with the benefit of hindsight, made unemotionally with many later facts available to hand. Where their criticisms are quoted directly from diaries, I have no complaint  we all let ourselves go in diaries, its what diaries are for, I believe; but they are worth some comment from me. I have tried here to present the extra information needed for a balanced assessment of the criticisms which they have made with a degree of hindsight. It has been a learning process for me, extending right up to the present day.

Some of Mikes criticisms appear to be born of his perception of the command structure issue. Others, particularly Julians, stem from our meeting in mid-April. It is my aim to distinguish between their recorded impressions and my own understanding in the light of all the evidence available so far. Thus I hope these matters may be put to rest. But let me say that these misapprehensions are good examples that the well-tried phrase  the fog of war  was plainly alive and kicking in the war of 1982.

War-fighting is an exceptionally intense activity, totally engrossing to those involved. Command in war is governed in high measure by communications facilities, and the management and interpretation of the information which is their product. However good, no commander in war has instant and complete knowledge of what is going on. Modern electronic communications (even video links, not available in 1982) remain imperfect, despite major improvements in the technology. There is still nothing to equal routine workaday face-to-face communication to resolve most problems  provided always that important points discussed are recorded and disseminated to all others who need to know.

One result of less than total intercommunication is that command centres become like islands occupied by close associates. Within each such centre, the combination of isolation, intensity of work, abundant adrenalin and stress, and the comradeship such pressures can generate, may create insular states of corporate mind. The malady is commonplace and it certainly affected all Falklands campaign headquarters, which includes all ships, and all the various centres of command, right down to gallant corporals in the land forces ashore. Mike and Julian, indeed, record some of the stresses between each other and their own people, even though their staffs were co-located in HMS Fearless until after the landings took place.

War is fought by a matrix of such teams. They all strive for the common objective, provided that has been clearly established to all. Without a clearly stated objective, the chances of success become less likely. It is important to remember that such common objective, to repossess the Falklands, was only finally established and fully promulgated on 12 May 1982, nearly six weeks after the operation was put in train, some twelve days after the Battle Group had re-started the war and just eight days before the actual landing. Small wonder that different perceptions between the front-line commanders continued until that date.

The disparity of perception between command centres, great and small, was aggravated by poor communications and the pace of events. Substantially different pictures developed for each in the different areas of action, and only with lulls and the passage of time can the complete picture emerge. There were also elements of information which were shared only between certain commanders and command centres. This was usually because conversations between different commanders or staffs, even when intended to convey common information, took different paths, or were not fully recorded or sufficiently widely shared. Whenever required and if time permits, therefore, staff should follow up with hard copy signals which record conclusions and actions, effectively the minutes of all such conversations. Any organization that fails to observe this basic management habit is heading for danger; the fog of war can descend here, as everywhere. But ignore it, we did, from time to time, as is now all too apparent.

So we in the South Atlantic suffered our ration of such fog. This has led some, who wish to find dissension among us, to fuel a sad culture of implicit distrust, even mutual disloyalty, between groups of the Task Force, perhaps in hope of retaining some newsworthiness up to the present day.

The amphibious commanders had good reason for their opinions of the time on the command organization. There were many sources and clues on the subject which, taken individually, did not all point in the same direction. The first four are quotes from Mikes book. The last clue is my own experience, not available to either of them until I had read their books and realized the need to try and reconcile the widely differing perceptions:


a) The first formal Task Organization signal originated by the CTF in Northwood [2/4/82] showed us, all four, as Commanders Task Units (CTUs), Battle Group (Rear Admiral Woodward), South Georgia Group (Captain Young), Amphibious Group (Commodore Clapp) and Landing Group (Brigadier Thompson)  all at the same level, but with me doubling as the Commander Task Group (CTG) to whom the CTUs report. As CTG, I would report to the Task Force Commander (CTF). This is a common enough formula, suitable for the initial operational plan, such as it was, up to mid April and perhaps, thereafter until the arrival of General Moore.

b) This was overtaken by a second formal Task Organization signal [10/4/82] which showed us, all four, at the same level of command eg as CTGs. The CTG for South Georgia reverted to my TG on his return to the Battle Group after the S Georgia operation had been successfully completed.

c) The outline plan for Operation Sutton, the Landing Plan, had me down as The Commander Combined Task Force.

d) A formal amplifying signal to b. above, specifically described me as being the Senior Task Group Commander in the South Atlantic, without defining precisely what that actually meant.

e) The Commander-in-Chiefs Fleet staff, from Admiral Fieldhouse personally downwards, often but by no means always, seemed to treat me as the front-line Area Commander, at least until the time General Jeremy Moore went ashore in late May and after he left in late June. Indeed, at one stage, the C-in-C personally told me to go ashore and order the Landing Group Commander to advance out of the beachhead. I refused to do so, telling him it was neither within my competence nor my authority, but thats another story.



It should be remembered that once the Amphibious Group started its final approach to the landings at San Carlos, my most important task was to try to provide whatever Mike and Julian and their staffs might require and call for. But at the same time, my Battle Group had to ensure that our overall dominance of the Falklands area  land, sea and air  though it could never be absolute, remained adequate to maintain us all in the South Atlantic for an indefinite period. That period extended several months beyond the completion of any land battle itself. To this end, I had the broader strategic, tactical and logistic considerations to reconcile and plan  indeed my Group was the ultimate shield for our forces in San Carlos and deploying forward from the beachhead. I believe I was also in closer (but still less than complete) touch than Mike and Julian with at least some of the overlying issues, as seen by the Commander-in-Chief, the Ministry of Defence and the Prime Ministers War Cabinet. I, like Mike, did not consciously think too much about it at the time. We strove, within our apparent responsibilities, to do whatever seemed necessary as best we could and to keep each other appropriately informed. Usually, following an important and necessarily one-to-one conversation on the secure satellite telephone (DSSS) with Mike, for instance, I would follow up with a confirmatory hard-copy signal for those who would need to act in accordance with what we had agreed and as a check that we had properly understood each other on that strangled duck machine. On other rare occasions, events seemed to require me to ensure that my Groups interests were fully kept in mind by those uncomfortably busy inshore. There were additionally whole sectors of information, important to my broader horizons and decisions, which, since they only impinged marginally on the Amphibious and Landing Groups activities, were not shared by me with those already engaged in the battle inshore and on shore. The fog pervaded throughout, often leading to unhappy tensions.

The timing and manner of Hermes boiler cleaning is a noteworthy example. Had I shared my long-term carrier roulement problems with Mike in detail, he would not have been so critical, at least the fog would have thinned. The outcome would have been the same, but without the aggravation.

My two colleagues both record taking strong exception to my attitude towards them at our first meeting in Fearless, the circumstances of which I have now enlarged on in this edition. It was only on reading their books that I became aware of the strength of their feelings, the very intensity of which distresses me on several counts. We all have our faults, but mine did not include any failure at any time to support them to the utmost of my ability and, while I could not presume to try and tell their stories, I hope I gave them due credit for their eminent successes. Those who know me better, for instance, would scarcely tease me for a tendency to clear my yardarm, as does Mike more than once, in comment on some of my signals sent as Minutes of our DSSS conversations. Yardarm clearing is a serious accusation in naval terms. It is described in Commander Rick Jollys entertaining and scholarly lexicon of naval usage, Jackspeak, as the process of taking precautionary steps to ensure that no blame will attach if something goes wrong. While my CTFs report of his conversation with the Defence Secretary, John Nott, made it all too clear where any major blame would attach, this was no motivation for any of my signals. But fog of war was of course, the true culprit at the time.

Mikes belief in coequality at the CTG level also appears to have been a contributor to his concerns. But any concept of strict coequality makes poor sense in the front line: a committee meeting of equals is unlikely to reach any agreed decision in the required timescale, particularly if sheer geography makes the meeting an impossibility in the first case. Flexible interdependence would be a better phrase than some ritual, arbitrary coequality. They gave the appropriate lead down there on Amphibious and Land force matters: I, with a lot of help from specialist advisers, gave the lead down there on just about everything else. All three of us had inputs to each others specialist areas. But at least we all agreed on the fundamentals of this matter. Someone was required to be officially in charge in the South Atlantic.

At the simplest possible level of argument and completely separate from the Falklands situation we faced, I was a Two Star officer and they were both One Star, until General Moore arrived. It would follow that barring specific instructions to the contrary from higher authority, coequality did not exist. But that is much too simple. Priorities between commanders at similar levels with similar tasks are bound to vary with time and event, even if co-located. It is almost a sine qua non that someone is placed in authority over them if only as the local arbitrator. Whether an overall commander down south should have been me, or a Three Star officer appointed over me or in my place, or even in place of COMAW, remains an open question. The fact remains that no such Three Star was so appointed. The CTF probably thought that b and d, above, sufficiently met the requirements of the situation, but clearly Mike did not  he remains a firm believer that coequality was in force. And the end result was that he frequently found my signals, comments and advice on what he considered to be strictly his personal and coequal business to be insufficiently sympathetic or supportive, too yardarm squaring or excessively directive according to the mood of the moment. But he could know very little about the pressures driving me to comment on our mutual business, nor how I tried, at all times, to avoid doing so.

On a quite different subject, there was another large area of professional contention which only came to my attention when I read Commander Sharkey Wards fascinating book Sea Harrier over the Falklands. I have to say that I found his book revelatory on the capability of the Sea Harrier at that time, particularly as to the operational use and value of its radar and navigation systems. As CO of the Sea Harrier Intensive Flying Trials Unit, he had initiated operational night flying from the deck for his aircraft only nine months before the start of the Falklands War and directly contrary to the considered advice of the test pilots at Boscombe Down. By April 1982, he had pioneered so much of the new air combat manoeuvering, air intercept and instrument flying techniques that his aircraft had developed from a very limited day/visual fighter to an all-weather interceptor. But it was pioneering. By April 1982, there appear to have been only three operational pilots in the entire Sea Harrier force (Ward, Mortimer and to a lesser degree, Curtis) who were actually qualified for night flying of the Sea Harrier off a carriers deck. They were all three, naturally enough, in Wards 801 squadron of six aircraft, formed in mid-1981. By contrast, at this early stage of the Sea Harrier operational development programme, even the CO of 800 Squadron on board Hermes could only claim one full-night sortie from a carriers deck. Within two weeks of sailing for the south, Ward had managed to bring his other squadron pilots up to the night flying standards he had personally set, despite the many other calls on the embarked Sea Harriers for other trials and training tasks, not least providing the newly and very lately (mid-April 1982) formed Battle Group with its first, better-than-nothing opportunities to exercise force air defence.

Unfortunately, his efforts and time were so extended in the process of bringing his own squadron up to the newly discovered standards that his knowledge and skills could not be transferred more widely to 800 Squadron much less to the Flag  a word he frequently used as his generalized target for anyone who disagreed or appeared not to be listening to him as he hurried on.

I was not aware of much that went on in the naval aviation world, virtually all of it one or two levels below me. I suspect it was deliberately hidden from me, probably on the sensible basis that I should not be troubled about such intraprofessional arguments, not least because I was not an aviator and would be likely to jump to the wrong conclusions. Until I read Sharkeys book, I had absolutely no idea that there had been any kind of a problem between the Sea Harrier squadrons in Invincible and their senior aviation management in Hermes. Indeed, the only argument I remember having personally with Invincible concerned the relative stationing of the two carriers, recorded in my first edition. In all other respects, I, naively perhaps, believed our relationship to have been entirely amicable and co-operative. How can two such stories coexist, you might well ask?

But I am not the one to explain it in detail, only the then captain of Hermes, Lin Middleton, is in a proper position to do so. In his capacity as my senior naval aviation adviser throughout the campaign, it was his advice I had to listen to first and last. The conflicts were not usually allowed to come up to me. I seriously questioned his professional judgement only four times, and two of those occasions appeared in my book. The other two are best left between us. Of those four occasions, I was once completely right but for the wrong reasons, the second we were both wrong but probably for the right reasons, and the other two, I am not talking about, nor is he. Make of that what you like!

All I wish to say is that Sharkey Wards account seems largely correct, except where it occasionally presumes to know what went on in the managements minds (usually referred to as the Flag  a very loose term, actually meaning variously Admiral Reffell, [FOF3], Captain Middleton [CO Hermes], me [from about 17th April], and the professional naval aviation staff officers under delegated powers from all three of us). Nor did he appreciate the limited basis of information such management had to make its decisions on, namely the capabilities of the fairly basic aircraft Sharkey had started to work on so intensively only months before. In that process, he virtually created another, very different, much more capable, all-weather fixed-wing jet aircraft for the Navy, but had no time to transfer or apply directly his knowledge beyond his own squadron. No substantial blame attaches here on either side, the plain fact is that the Royal Navy had to go to war with its only fixed-wing assets in the early stages of a fast-moving development programme. His book essentially tells us about the many frustrations of the few fast-movers.

However, his appreciation of the value of the airfield in the Falklands is particularly accurate, I believe. Having arrived at almost exactly the same conclusions myself in 1986, I proposed to the then Chief of the Defence Staff, Admiral of the Fleet Sir John Fieldhouse, that at the very least we should install disruption munitions under the runways,  la World War II. Thus the airfield would be of no use to either side, should a re-enactment of 1982 threaten, since the airfield could be wrecked even in the face of a coup de main operation from Argentina. CDS told me that if I thought he was about to tell Mrs Thatcher he was planning to blow up her favourite airfield, I had another think coming. I persevered and said we didnt actually need to do the job, just make it look as though we had, to deter the Argentinians from trying in the first case. As a poor second best option, that was understandably not accepted either.

Maverick he may have been, I know he enjoys the description, but if I were able to change anything in Sharkeys book, it would be to say that the short but complimentary quote of his captain, JJ Black, greatly understated Sharkeys contribution. And if I were to add anything in the way of general comment on Sea Harrier performance in 1982, it would be to say Land forces usually claim that they are the only people who can win wars, but without the Sea Harriers, the land forces wouldnt have even have been given a chance to win the land battle in 1982.

And as to this second apparent area of professional contention, I have to conclude that the differences of view were entirely understandable, reasonable, and excusable at the time. Given another six months, maybe, just maybe, it would have been a different matter  but by then Operation Corporate would probably have been impossible to mount for lack of carriers and amphibious ships, whatever had happened to the Sea Harrier development programme meanwhile.

I can only add that if you do not agree with my conclusions on these two contentious areas, then I must live with that  in one case for being excessively arrogant, insensitive and interfering with my amphibious colleagues, and in the other for failing to be sufficiently so with my aviation advisers. But thats life in a blue suit with rather too many stripes on your arms.

Major Ewen Southby Tailyour, Royal Marines, in his book, Reasons in Writing, tried to find mistakes and errors in my book. I have no problem with that, there were many errors and omissions, now mostly corrected. He eventually managed, for all I know after careful study and determined effort, to find exactly one. He recorded his view that this important historical fact really must get into the history books of the world. I have corrected it in this edition. Correcting it involved the removal of three words. There is a prize of a pint of beer for the first person, other than Southby Tailyour, to spot it. Either way, I would judge that history is unlikely to be affected greatly. Finally, I have to tell you that the changes in this edition seek to illuminate some of the cross currents more recently revealed to me. I believe that they may now be better understood, and that historians, coming late to the scene, can be more widely informed in their judgements. So, in addition to being a first-hand account of what it felt like to be the Battle Group commander, it now contains a fair amount of hindsight. None of the issues raised this time affect the outcome of a war that was won together. It remains a huge credit to the British armed forces that a highly complex amphibious operation, on a scale we had not practised since Suez in 1956, was such a success. Think back to Gallipoli! My own conclusion, bearing in mind that the entire operation was a first for all involved, at home and down south, is that the Task Organisation for the Falklands War worked well enough and the Sea Harrier force was a truly critical factor in our success  something plainly completely forgotten by the present government in their decision to take the vastly improved and up-dated AMRAAM Sea Harrier out of service in 2006 without any replacement.

However, the manner in which success was achieved may not be as pleasing to all as they would have liked. Several elements of the fog of war might perhaps have been thinned. As it was, we managed quite adequately, if not without the odd case of frayed edges and misjudgement of each other under difficult circumstancesPlus ca change.


SANDY WOODWARD, 2002





PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION 

As I suggested in the two previous prefaces, it is still too soon to write a formal history even if I so wished. And anyway, I do not so wish. However there are a few things to say in this third edition preface.

Firstly, this edition is intended to be put out as an ebook, mostly to enable a large addition of material at least inconvenience. This new material consists of the diary I kept at the time, with much later comment included as I re-read it. This should give a good feel for how well (or not) the book as a whole kept to the truth as I saw it. At the same time, it should reveal much more about the problems, fears and insecurities of higher front line command. They will inevitably occur  a commander must be mentally prepared for them.

Secondly, I felt I should answer the question, why yet another edition? Apart from the diary addition which might be thought sufficient in itself, I thought it might be worth considering the significance, if any, of that small, short war  then, back in 1982, in the days of the Nato/Warsaw Pact Confrontation now 30 years behind us.

Thirdly, I felt too that its significance to contemporary events in 2012 was worth a visit. 
It was at this stage that I discovered a record on my old computer of my formal Report of Proceedings to my Commander in Chief of late June 1982. Although written 30 years ago and here paraphrased to avoid security problems, its messages are as relevant today as they were to the day it was written. Consequently it seems to answer the last two questions on that wars significance quite adequately.


Entirely accepting that politics is not my business, I cannot resist a review of the wherefores of this whole affair. Were I Galtieri, I would have observed the Malvinas negotiations of the last few decades and found little hope of early satisfaction. I would have observed that, over the same long period, there had been a progressive withdrawal of and reduction in British overseas military capability. I would have concluded that, at some time in the not so distant future, British policy on the Falklands issue would be all shadow and no substance. When the cuts in the Royal Navy were announced in Cmd 8288 recently, the way ahead must have seemed clear and only awaited a half reasonable excuse. Scrap dealers, and our reaction to them, provided that excuse. Galtieris reasoning was as impeccable as his timing was previous.

If the Argentinian government, or others similarly minded elsewhere, are not to make the same mistake again, we shall need to provide not only the mark of our resolution on the spot but also the obvious wherewithal to reinforce it. We would not again wish to repair our mistakes the hard way. But after the imperatives of strategic nuclear deterrence and defence of the home base had been met, the last review of Defence decided in favour of the short-term, politically expedient, continental European commitment to the detriment of the long-term, long-established maritime world-wide, national interest. So much at least was evident to Galtieri and I doubt he was alone.

Whatever I may have thought before, the Falklands experience has given me a new insight into the immorality and dishonesty of non-democratic governments altogether too common in this turbulent world. I am convinced that such influence as we can bring to bear for our defence money would be better placed where it can affect both European and world affairs than where it can affect, and in a very limited way at that, the policies of our European neighbours only. That such a policy best suits our geographic, economic and political interests is a matter of history; that it also suits our professional military capability, air, sea and land, is now again demonstrated. For consistencys sake alone, we cannot now turn back.




How relevant to contemporary events is that? What was or should be learned from this small war?


1.	At the time, the Warsaw Pact (and the USA) learned that Britain was no decadent pushover.
  
2.	We learned that the ability to project power abroad in defence of our national interests was relevant to the modern world of 30 years ago.

3.	The Argentinians learned that democracy was better than government by military Junta.

4.	It is in the nature of history that all these things will have to be learned and re-learned, time after time. 



So let us not forget the lessons of 1982, even today in 2012 or 2042.

SANDY WOODWARD, 2012
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The Day They Hit HMS Sheffield

They flew in radio silence, climbing to five thousand feet above the white banks of cloud and fog which covered, partially, the rocky, almost treeless coastline they were leaving behind. The jet engines of the two single-seat naval attack aircraft were throttled back to a speed of around 400 knots to conserve fuel. They flew in close formation, heading due east, with radar switched on but not transmitting.

Disappearing swiftly with the slipstream was their last contact with their Argentinian homeland, the air control officer at the Rio Grande Air Base on the island of Tierra del Fuego, the legendary Land of Fire which sits south of the Magellan Straits. Home of Commander Jorge Colombos 2nd Naval Fighter and Attack Squadron.

The two pilots, Lieutenant-Commander Augusto Bedacarratz and Lieutenant Armando Mayora, were members of a group of senior naval aviators specially selected to undertake these critically important missions, using the Etendard/ Exocet system, a system regarded as the most serious and immediate threat to my aircraft carriers. Now, after a succession of technical problems, they were airborne, and on their way.

The planes they flew were French-built Dassault Super Etendards, and beneath the port wing were fixed extra tanks of fuel, every litre of which they would require if they were to complete their 860-mile round trip. Beneath the starboard wing of each aircraft was slung the similarly French-built, radar-homing, sea-skimming, anti-ship missile Exocet, weighing half a ton, with a 364-pound warhead. Its 650-knot impact velocity could cause very major, possibly terminal damage to any ship.

It was ten oclock in the morning, on Tuesday, 4 May 1982. Britain was at war in the South Atlantic.

The hour of day, however, was different on either side of the battle lines: it was ten oclock in the morning for Bedacarratz and Mayora, but for us, in the British Battle Group, it was officially one oclock in the afternoon. Which may seem odd, but wars can be won and lost on matters of timing: British Battle Group time was deliberately set to coincide with the Zulu time of our military High Command back in the UK.

Zulu time is the time code normally used to identify British military communications messages. It ensured that we were all in the same time slot wherever we were working  Britain, Ascension, or the Falklands. What on earth for, you may ask? Who wants to get up at four in the morning or go to bed at seven at night. It was simply intended to minimize the errors of programming which can so easily be caused by conversations between planners far apart and in different domestic time zones. It may not have been all that good an idea, but it turned out to have one major advantage: it meant that we had completed three hours of battle preparations before the start of the Argentinian day. Thus when Bedacarratz and Mayora lifted through the fog from Rio Grande early that morning, it was 1000 local time for them, but 1300Z for us, and several thousand British sailors, temporarily in residence 400 miles off the shores of South America, had already had their lunch.

Our ships were ranged in fairly standard formation to deal with air attack. Our objectives for the day were relatively simple. I wanted us well inside the south-eastern sector of the Total Exclusion Zone. I was in no particular hurry since we did not need to be in position until last light for the evenings main activities  inserting reconnaissance teams of SAS and SBS by helicopter into the islands. For this we needed the cover of darkness and the ships to be as close in as possible to minimize the choppers time in transit. We were probing forward, feeling our way towards the enemy.

So we continued on course, largely unaware of the position of the enemy surface fleet  which had been curiously elusive since the tumultuous events of the previous Sunday afternoon and the sinking of the General Belgrano. We were particularly watchful of the western skies which might, at only four minutes notice, reveal the precise effectiveness of the Args Etendard/Exocet combination. Privately we still hoped that they did not yet have this complicated weapons system ready for front-line service.

But even to gain a critical, perhaps life-saving, four minutes, we needed all the radars and the inter-ship communications active, to provide us with the best possible picture of what was going on in the skies, and on the sea surrounding us. While the enemy did not have particularly good direction-finding equipment, there was a serious gap in our air defence. We lacked Airborne Early Warning. I therefore assessed the balance of advantage lay with comprehensive communications between the British ships and aircraft, despite the risk of the Argentinians charting our whereabouts from them.

The British Battle Groups Commanding Officers were fully aware of our situation. All were agreed that air strikes against us were imminent, given that the sinking of the Arg cruiser was probably being viewed in Buenos Aires as a bit embarrassing, particularly in the absence of any countervailing good news for the Argentinian public.

That morning I had spoken to three or four of my captains on encrypted voice UHF radio. This circuit was given the appropriate code-name Cackle (as in Captain, sir, the Admiral wants to speak to you on Cackle). Our feeling of expectation of attack was not specific  more a matter of heightened alertness for whatever the next minute might bring. This was only the fourth day of the war for us and the Royal Navy had not experienced conflict at sea on this scale since the Second World War.

Basically, we all thought we might be facing up to an attack from the Etendards, each armed with one Exocet. Still, I noted in my diary, they have only about five of them altogether. Lets just hope that one is unserviceable, two of them miss, and the others dont hit anything vital. This is what is known in my trade as Threat Reduction, a mental process which usually makes you feel better while you wait to see how it actually turns out for real. In general terms we assessed that the Argentinian pilots would come in low, pop up (climb from 50 feet to about 200), take a very short radar look, and then, if they got nothing, dive back down under our radar again. We then assumed they would come in a bit further and pop up for another look  taking the risk that we might intercept their attack radar on our direction-finding equipment or get a couple of sweeps on them on our own radar before they could get down again. This should give us the four-minute warning we need for the deployment of our defensive radar decoys, called Chaff.

The trouble with that whole scenario is, however, that on a day such as this, when we all actively expect an attack, everything that finds its way on to our radar screens, a flock of seagulls, an albatross, even a whale blowing, can start to look like a missile launch to anxious radar operators. Two single flocks of sea birds, totally unrelated, seen on separate sweeps, can look like an air track coming at you at 500 knots. And every other squeak of radar intercepted on an unexpected bearing can sound like the one you fear. In war, you cannot afford to ignore such things in case it really is a missile.

And all that morning, since before first light, we had a stream of reports of contacts of various kinds. Over in Invincible the brains that deal with our Force Air Defence system were becoming understandably sceptical of these warnings of attacks which did not materialize. Confirm. Say again. Check. Verify. Disregard. It was the staccato language of uncertainty.

Every couple of minutes, something. Every half hour, something of concern. Every hour, something to make the chaff-button finger twitch. War, particularly in the early stages, has this effect on its participants. But nothing, absolutely nothing happened all morning in the way of enemy action. As far as we could tell, the skies, bright and sunny over a calm sea, were also clear of threat.

Bedacarratz and Mayora climbed to a cruising height of fifteen thousand feet for their first rendezvous. This was with a KC-130 Hercules tanker, a converted transport aircraft, to refuel them 150 miles out from home. Still in radio silence themselves, they were talked into position by radio from the navigator of an old Argentine Air Force Neptune maritime patrol aircraft, which was also trying to locate the British fleet.

Without a lot of practice, air-to-air refuelling is a difficult manoeuvre, as the planes try to match speeds precisely, and to hold position closely while the long fuel line locks in from above. The last Argentinian long-range mission, two days previously, had been aborted at exactly this stage of the proceedings. But today it was successful.



Bedacarratz and Mayora pressed on to the east, towards HMS Hermes, the 29,000-ton British aircraft carrier, from which I was attempting to conduct the local war, and which I regarded as indispensable. It had already been agreed between Northwood and myself that major damage to Hermes or to Invincible (our equally vital, but slightly smaller, second deck), would probably cause us to abandon the entire Falkland Islands operation.

The two Argentinians began their gradual descent for the final approach and attack. They were two hundred and eighty miles from the British Battle Group and every five minutes brought them thirty-three miles closer to our radar cover. They were, as they say on the golf course, there for nothing, with full tanks and still in tight formation, heading down into the clouds and rain, trying their hardest to level off just fifty feet above the waves. There they could gain the protection of the curvature of the earth from the line-of-sight sweep of our forward radars. At that speed and height, nearly all of their concentration was devoted to avoiding flying into the sea; while they sometimes caught a glimpse of each other, mostly they were entirely out of contact, never daring to open up on their own radios. I have no doubt it was a tough, nerve-wracking and lonely flight.



There are other kinds of loneliness, however, and one in particular, known to warship commanders only, is that of the captain of a Picket Ship, one of the three or four warships that form the first line of defence, well up-threat from the main force. Out there, you really are on your own. It is quiet: deceptively peaceful. You are not covered by the main weapons systems of the rest of the force, other than a Combat Air Patrol (CAP), if you are lucky. And you find much time to contemplate the likely fate of your ship, your crew and your friends. No one has ever enjoyed picket duty very much, principally because history tells us they tend to be the first to get sunk by the opposition, because they are deliberately placed in harms way. The classic anti-carrier tactic is to hit the picket with a few aircraft and then push the main raid through the hole you have just made in the defences. And should attack come from the sea, any picket is a sitting duck to a well-handled submarine. Single ships usually are especially vulnerable. Groups of two or three are much more effective in weight and variety of defensive systems and particularly in subsequent counter-attack. All submarine commanding officers know this. As a breed, whatever their nationality or training, they are bound to prefer a single-ship target.

In our case, on that morning, we fielded a picket line of three Type 42 guided-missile destroyers, quite small ships each displacing 4000 tons. Far to my right, was the tall, rather patrician Captain David Hart-Dykes HMS Coventry. Out to my left was HMS Sheffield, commanded by Captain Sam Salt, at five feet four inches physically the opposite of Hart-Dyke but another experienced officer whom I had known, liked and respected for many years. In the centre was HMS Glasgow, placed to ensure the three ships presented a very wide surface-to-air missile defensive front. Glasgow was commanded by Captain Paul Hoddinott, the forty-year-old former Commander of the Polaris submarine HMS Revenge, and a man likely to make as few mistakes as any.

I trusted all three of them implicitly. I knew them all personally and professionally, and I knew what was involved in their unenviable task from my own time in command of the Sheffield five years before. I spoke to each of them, individually, every now and then on Cackle. Paul subsequently told me cheerfully that it gave his Operations Room staff great comfort  to see that he had a direct line to the boss. They even drew cartoons showing him on the line in conference with me: Speak up, sir! someone is calling, and the ears of all his Ops Room team are drawn about four times natural size, two men hanging upside down from the overhead electric cabling above Pauls desk.

In fact, I spoke to several of the commanders on a daily basis, particularly those in highly vulnerable positions, and while it did not really occur to me that in doing so I would be, somehow, boosting morale in various ships, it always boosted mine to hear the crisp, confident tones of the man at the other end. Crisp, confident  whatever he may actually have been feeling.

Paul Hoddinott was typical of them. In a way, he was a real sea-dog, going back generations, and he believes some branches of the family served in the Spanish Main. To this day one their most treasured possessions is a grandfather clock which still shows the times of high and low water at Plymouth Hoe. His father was an engineering commander in destroyers in the Mediterranean during the Second World War. One of his grandfathers had been a naval lieutenant in the First World War, and the other, Lieutenant Kent DSC, RNR, a submarine officer, was lost at sea in 1917 when the troopship Otranto sank in a gale off Islay on the west coast of Scotland.

I knew that he would rarely, if ever, leave his Operations Room if our group was under any form of threat whatsoever and if he did, he would only leave it if his most experienced Warfare Officer remained down there, firmly in charge in his place. I had spoken to him earlier that morning, and it was his opinion that the Argentinians would attack from the air, with Exocet, on this day. I couldnt disagree although it was just one option amongst several. But it was a view he took the trouble to record in his diary that very morning we can expect an all-out retaliatory attack today. The most worrying from our point of view and the most attractive from theirs is a Super Etendard with Exocet. Paul, with typical care, wrote afterwards: The above words were written before dawn on 4 May 1982 at 1055Z. He had already banned the daytime use of his satellite communications system (SCOT) which could block out his detection of the Etendard radar.

All three of those picket commanders knew the risks they had to take. They knew that if the incoming enemy aircraft popped up and got a contact, the chances were that the Argentinian pilots would release their missiles at the first blip they caught on their radar screen. Coventry, Glasgow and Sheffield had been carefully placed, and left to trust in their missile and self-defence systems almost alone. The only comfort in such a situation is to keep telling yourself that the chaff will work or, if not, that there are two other ships in the same position, and to hope fervently that it will be one of them that catches it.

But they knew, all three of them, Hart-Dyke, Hoddinott and Salt, that their situation was very exposed. It remained to be seen how effective the Type 42 destroyer would prove in this situation. Stay alert; thats all they could do and all I could ask.

Some eighteen miles to the east of the pickets lay my second line of defence; the frigates Arrow, Yarmouth and Alacrity and the big, but older, destroyer Glamorgan. Behind them, were three Royal Fleet Auxiliary ships, Olmeda, Resource and Fort Austin  placed as a further confusion factor for any enemy radar. Only beyond them could the Etendards hope to find their proper
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