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  ​A Damn Close-Run Thing:

  A Brief History of the Falklands War

"It was a damn close-run thing."

— Major-General Moore, commander of the British land forces in the South Atlantic


  ​Introduction

Author's note: unless specified otherwise, times are always given in the local time zone.

The Falkland Islands are an archipelago consisting of two large islands (West Falkland and East Falkland), and 776 smaller islands. The islands are situated roughly 250 nautical miles east of southern Argentina, in the South Atlantic. South Georgia is a large island around 700 nautical miles east-southeast of the Falkland Islands. The South Sandwich Islands are a chain of small islands 280 nautical miles southeast of South Georgia.

In 1982, Argentina and the United Kingdom had both claimed sovereignty over the Falkland Islands (referred to as Islas Malvinas by the Argentinians) and their dependencies, South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands, for over 150 years. At the time of the Falklands War, most Britons were only vaguely aware of the islands' existence, but the Argentinians felt it was an issue of great importance and national pride. One Argentinian army officer said, "We viewed the Malvinas as a lost treasure with a sentimental longing that everyone in Argentina shared."


  ​Historical Context

To properly understand the 1982 Falklands War between Argentina and the United Kingdom, it is useful to have some understanding of the historical context.

The dispute between the UK and Argentina over sovereignty of the Falkland Islands dates back to 1816, when Argentina declared its independence from Spain, which had previously claimed sovereignty over the islands. In 1945, Argentina brought its claim to the newly-formed United Nations, thus raising international awareness of the issue. The UK offered to take the matter to mediation in the International Court of Justice in the Hague in 1947, 1948, and 1955, but Argentina declined the offers, saying that the court did not have jurisdiction to rule on the matter. The UK unilaterally submitted the case to the court in 1955, but the case was removed from the court's lists the following year, after Argentina stated that they would not accept the court's decision. Also in 1955, Argentina set up a small station named Teniente Esquivel on Thule, one of the South Sandwich Islands, but this was evacuated a year later.

In 1964, the United Nations passed a resolution calling on the UK and Argentina to find a peaceful resolution to the sovereignty dispute, bearing in mind the interests of the islanders. Argentina has always argued that the islanders are not indigenous and were brought in to replace the Argentinian population that was expelled after the re-establishment of British rule in 1833, and therefore have no right to self-determination.

In 1966, 20 armed Argentinian revolutionaries hijacked a DC-4 aircraft and forced the pilot to land on the racecourse at Stanley (the capital of the Falkland Islands), where they took four islanders hostage. The Falkland Islands Defence Force (FIDF) and local Royal Marines detachment kept the aircraft and hijackers contained. The hijackers surrendered with no loss of life, and were returned to Argentina. In November 1968, a light aircraft from Argentina landed on Eliza Cove Road outside Stanley, prompting a similar alert, but the passengers were unarmed Argentinian journalists.

In 1976, an Argentinian gunboat fired upon a British Antarctic Survey ship. In November of that year, a party from the Argentine Air Force landed on Thule and set up a small military base with barracks, helicopter landing pad, radio station, and flagpole, from which they flew the Argentinian flag. The new base, named Corbeta Uruguay, was not publicly announced, but was discovered by the British a month later. The British government made a number of official protests, but the base remained in Argentinian hands until after the Falklands War.

In 1977, the Argentinian navy cut off the fuel supply to Port Stanley Airport. The UK government, concerned that Argentina might mount an armed expedition, dispatched a nuclear submarine (HMS Dreadnought) and two frigates (HMS Alacrity and Phoebe). These deployments were discreetly leaked to the Argentinian government, but not made public until some years later.

Meanwhile, Argentina and the UK had held a series of talks between 1964 and 1981, and some progress was made in establishing links between the islands and Argentina. Regular flights between Argentina and the islands were established, and the Argentinian national oil and gas company started to supply the islands. However, there was no progress on the central issue of sovereignty. The islanders, believing that the greater links to Argentina were the first steps towards Argentinian sovereignty, set up a group to lobby the UK parliament on their behalf. Just as Argentina refused to recognise the islanders' right to self-determination, successive UK governments, under intense lobbying, maintained a position that the wishes of the islanders were paramount. Since neither government was willing or able to change their fundamental position, further progress was not possible.

The 1980s

In 1980, Nicholas Ridley, the Minister of State for the newly-elected Conservative government, travelled to the Falkland Islands to put a proposal to the islanders which would see sovereignty transferred to Argentina, but with the islands leased back to the UK, and under UK control, for a fixed term (100 years was suggested), after which Argentina would take over. He was given a cool reception, and the islanders roundly rejected the proposal.

In 1981, the British Nationality Act was passed, which removed British citizenship from many islanders. As part of a program of defence cuts, it was announced that the ice-breaker HMS Endurance (the only permanent Royal Navy presence in the South Atlantic) was to be scrapped. These cuts also required the decommissioning of the aircraft carrier HMS Hermes, and the aircraft carrier HMS Invincible was due to be sold to Australia. These developments convinced the ruling military junta in Argentina that the UK would not oppose a military takeover of the islands, which they hoped would divert public opinion from various problems at home, and so they made plans for an invasion, to take place in 1982.

In December 1981, an Argentinian named Constantino Davidoff paid £160,000 for the rights to dismantle and salvage scrap metal from the now-defunct whaling stations on South Georgia. When he enquired about hiring Argentinian naval vessels for transport, he became an unwitting part of the plan to take the Falkland Islands. On the 17th of March 1982, he and 41 workers landed at Leith, without a landing permit, and without alerting the British Antarctic Survey (BAS) base at Grytviken. Two days later, they were spotted by members of the BAS, who reported that some of the men were in military uniform, and an Argentinian flag was flying from a building. Governor Hunt, based at Stanley in the Falklands, sent a message to the Argentinians, informing them that they had landed illegally, and ordering them to board their ship and report to the base commander at Grytviken for further instructions. Meanwhile, HMS Endurance was ordered to South Georgia, with a detachment of Royal Marines on board.

Concerned that the Argentinians might be planning to invade the Falkland Islands, the British government decided to send some nuclear-powered submarines to the area at the end of March 1982. The nuclear powered Swiftsure-class submarine HMS Spartan was the first to arrive in the area, on the 12th of April, and she was joined by her sister, HMS Splendid, on the 19th. HMS Conqueror had just started a planned period of maintenance when she received her war orders on the 30th of March. The maintenance was hurriedly cancelled, and she set sail on the 4th of April, with 14 men of 6 SBS (Special Boat Squadron) embarked. She arrived in the South Atlantic on the 16th, two weeks after the invasion.


  ​Operation Azul

Spurred on in part by anti-government feeling, including riots and strikes, the Argentine junta brought forward their plans to invade the Falklands, and on the 28th of March, troops started boarding transport ships. The Argentinian submarine ARA Santa Fe, with 13 members of the elite tactical divers group embarked, carried out reconnaissance of Port William on the 31st of March.

The British had detected the invasion fleet's departure, and on the afternoon of the 1st of April Governor Hunt received a telegram from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office in the UK, warning that an Argentinian task force could attack Stanley at dawn the next day. The timing meant that the Royal Marine garrison was larger than usual, since it was in the process of changing over, and both the old and new garrisons were present. Consequently, there were 85 Royal Marines on the islands, with 25 men of the Falkland Islands Defence Force, although some retired members of the FIDF also reported for duty, so that around 40 men were available from the FIDF.

At 23:00 on the 1st of April (04:00 on the 2nd of April UK time), an Argentinian force of marines and special forces landed at Lake Point, south of Stanley. The force split up, with the majority heading to Moody Brook Barracks (which, unbeknown to the Argentinians, was deserted), with the rest heading for Government House.

At 04:30 on the 2nd of April, ARA Santa Fe landed her advance force in Yorke Bay. They planted beacons to guide the main force, then advanced on Port Stanley Airport. Meeting no resistance, they quickly secured both the airport and the lighthouse.

At around 06:00, the first Argentinians arrived at Government House and started to attack. They were later reinforced by the troops that had initially gone to Moody Brook Barracks. LVTP-7 amphibious assault vehicles started landing north of Stanley from 06:30, and from 06:45, troops started to arrive at Port Stanley Airport by helicopter.

At 08:00, Governor Hunt sent a deputy to find the Argentinian command post in the town hall and initiate negotiation of surrender terms. Although the commander of the Royal Marines had advised that they could escape out of Stanley with Governor Hunt and set up a seat of government elsewhere, the British forces surrendered at 09:30. A section of Royal Marines was still at large, but decided to destroy and bury their weapons before surrendering, to avoid any civilian loss of life.

After the surrender, photographs and video were taken of the Royal Marines and FIDF, laying face-down in a field. This was intended to demonstrate that there were no casualties among the defending forces, but when the footage was shown on British TV, it galvanised public opinion against the invasion. The Royal Marines were returned to the UK via Uruguay, while the members of the FIDF were disarmed and most were allowed to return home, though some were placed under house arrest.

South Georgia

The Royal Marines on South Georgia heard on the 2nd of April that the Falkland Islands had been invaded and made plans to







Pebble Island
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