



Bluff Cove, 1982

Always, you hear them well before you see them. The chopper appeared out of the night with no navigation lights, and landed on the helideck. I thought I’d seen all the helicopters out here, but this one was matt black, with no markings.

This was an opportunity I was not going to miss. We chucked our two hampers aboard, containing the diving sets and explosives, then clambered aboard this ‘Special’ Sea King. I managed to bag a seat as close to the cockpit as possible as I loved to sit near the front of these choppers and watch the pilots at work. When we left the deck of the Fearless, we were off at full speed; looking out to the front of the chopper I could see we were already doing no knots.

The pilot dropped the chopper nose down until we were just skimming the waves. We headed southeast for the head of San Carlos Water and were over the beach in less than a minute. The big side door of the chopper was open and the door-gunner had his deck-mounted GPMG (general purpose machine gun) constantly panning around looking for a target. Fast and low was obviously the way to go. There are lots of little brooks that flow down from the mountains of the Falklands, which over millennia have carved natural furrows into the landscape. It seemed to me this ‘Special Ops’ pilot was doing his utmost to swing the body of the airframe around the spinning rotor and keep the bulk of the aircraft in the lowest of these contours of the terrain. There was a full moon, but I can only guess that the pilot had night-vision gear on, or we would have flown headlong into the first mountain.

When we did approach the first, near-vertical, face, I thought he’d left it too late. At the last minute, he threw the aircraft up onto its tail and into a steep climb up the side of the mountain, at which point you are driven deep into your crude, webbing seat. As we came to the top, there was that gut-wrenching moment when you are weightless, like cresting a humped-back bridge; the nose went down, the tail rose, and we were racing down the other side. We all seemed to be carrying the same nervous smile, as in ‘Wow!’ It was a bit like being on a roller coaster. No one was yet screaming, though.
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Then things got more exciting. As we came down the other side of the mountain and levelled out, the rain had gone from light drizzle, at take off, to a torrential downpour. Looking into the cockpit, I could see the wipers were thrashing back and forth as fast as they would go. I then saw and heard alarms going off, flashing lights, and then the quick movement of fingers over the controls. All of a sudden, the pilot threw the aircraft up on her tail to stop her as quickly as possible. The airframe vibrated and groaned as the rotors bit into the turbulent air. As our forward motion slowed, we levelled out and there was a very heavy bump. We were on the ground. These boys knew how to fly. They also made it quite apparent that we needed to be on the ground real quick.

Now, I’d looked at the chart previously, and I couldn’t believe we were at Bluff Cove already. We weren’t. We’d had a major systems failure - or at least a warning of one.

This wasn’t fun any more. Only three weeks previously 22 men had been killed cross-decking from HMS Hermes to HMS Intrepid (18 from the SAS) by what they think was a bird strike. It was a bit like an animal sanctuary down there, a bird paradise.

I couldn’t hear the pilots, but they had what looked like a heated debate whilst looking at each other. There was lots of nodding, then shaking of heads and gesticulating. While this was going on I looked across at Mick Fellows. He wasn’t that happy either. Then a gloved hand gave us a thumbs up, the revolutions increased, and we were up and on our way again. Now everyone on board was definitely nervous. I could see lads looking around for an oil leak or feeling for any odd vibration. ‘If he was now a bit gentler with the controls, it would probably be fine,’ I thought. None of it. Straight back to full speed. If anything, he was even more aggressive. I knew we were a bit late now but we’d be even later if he insisted on flying like Luke Skywalker. At some points the ride was really violent, but it was equally clear this guy was good. We then had a second near-catastrophe.

The pilot threw the airframe to the left and right, and then left again. One of the SBS troopers was standing up, leaning on the port forward door, weapon in hand, as nonchalant as you like, when the door popped open. He was half in and half out. The ground was just a blur in the dark as it tore along underneath us, the racing air outside tried its utmost to pluck him from the safety of the fuselage. Rain was now hitting me in the face through the half-open door and the wind buffeted around the inside of the chopper. The Sea King crewman, as quick as you like, leapt forward and unceremoniously grabbed the middle of the trooper’s tunic and wrenched him back in. He closed and clipped the door, and wagged his finger at the trooper in a mock telling-off, as if to say, ‘Don’t lean on the aircraft doors, sonny!’ After the initial shock, we all had a nervous giggle. The SBS lad wasn’t laughing though; he sat on the aircraft floor with his head between his knees, taking deep breaths and shaking his head. These guys had been heavily involved in all sorts of sneaky stuff from well before the invasion, yet he had nearly died doing a back flip out of a helicopter - before we’d even got to the job. Had he fallen out, we would never have found him. He was fully camouflaged up and looked just like Falklands foliage.

What was meant to be a ten-minute flight turned out to be more like half an hour because of all our unplanned activities. We finally landed, shaken but in one piece, at 20:15. As soon as we touched down the pilot looked back at us and grinned.

‘Yeah, that was hilarious,’ I thought. To this day, it was the most eventful flight I have ever been on. All this was just to get us there. Next, we had the simple task of undertaking a mine clearance dive, in the dead of night, with one bank still in enemy hands…



Make like Jacques Cousteau

‘Diving is a cold, wet, and dirty business, son. What did you do before you wanted to be a diver?’

‘I was a shithouse attendant in Alaska, sir!’

When I joined up at HMS Raleigh in November 1975, I was a little over seventeen years old and I was going to be a diver. I’d decided.

Basically, when you join at Raleigh you are a seaman first, as in pulling ropes and doing up shackles, but as a baby seaman, there’s a lot of cleaning and painting also. Then, if you pass basic training, you go on to learn your trade: Radar Operator, Torpedo and Anti-Submarine (TAS ape), Mine Warfare (Muppet) or others, perhaps even a Bubble Head (Clearance Diver).

My very first day there, our class Petty Officer (PO) said, ‘Right, who’s the wannabe bubble ’ead, the one who’s just come from Indefatigable?’

‘Me, sir?’

‘Right. You know how to march. You’re now class leader until you fuck it up. Where’s Fuller? You are deputy class leader. March the class off, Groom.’

Dave Fuller and I were best buddies from boarding-school days at the Indefatigable (Indy) and chance had us join the Navy on the same day, and be in the same class again, only unlike boarding school, this time our roles were reversed. I was class leader and he was deputy. The Navy knew the Indy was a nautical boarding school so we already knew the orders to march and the correct way to do it. I didn’t really need or want this. In my class of 40, there were some lads who had changed over from the Royal Marines, who I thought would make much more suitable class leaders. There were lots that were in their mid-twenties (old timers), and here I was having to take charge of them all at the age of seventeen.

If you told them you were there to be a diver, as I did, they gave you that knowing smile and asked you to pick a second and third choice. ‘Just in case you are disappointed and don’t make it.’ Well I could understand that for other people, but not for me. I was only going to be a diver, you see. ‘But you need to choose something else, just in case,’ they kept saying.

What’s the point? I’m here to be a diver; nothing else will do. Tears, near-death experiences, hypothermia, hospital, you name it, I couldn’t do anything else, because that was what I was in for, that was what I was going to be. Simple as that. Non-negotiable. The others can fail. I’m not going to.

Some had seen Jacques Cousteau on the telly, cave diving or dolphin stroking, and probably thought, ‘I’ll try it. If not, I’ll do something else.’ But the reality of jumping into the water in Plymouth Dockyard soon puts you right.

The first time I’d taken an ‘aptitude test’, to see if I would cut it, was at HMS Raleigh about a week after I’d got there. I’d never even gone sports diving, never been under water apart from holding my breath - which I’d done hours of in preparation. I was a bit worried about the diving part. Would I even like it? That was the least of my worries. Before you even get near a diving set in the Navy they try their level best to put you right off the very idea.

Over the ten weeks you’re there doing basic training, I would guess some four or five hundred lads must’ve thought, ‘I’ll give diving a go.’ Now, they aren’t going to give them all a dive, so the first thing they have to do is get the numbers down to a manageable level.

Around 50 went on the same first day as me. The first thing you do is go for a nice long run. When we got back we were already down to 40. Then it was beasting time: sit-ups, press-ups, star jumps, burpies and lots of shouting that seemed to reduce our numbers again. Next, it was time to put you in a diving suit. Mine I remember was a size 5 .1 am 5 feet 5 inches and then, at the tender age of seventeen, not exactly built like a brick shithouse. But I was fit, thanks largely to a year at boarding school with a merciless PE teacher. When I eventually started the course I was wearing a size 2 dry suit. So this one was more than double my build - there was room for a few guests inside with me.

Wow! Maybe we’re going diving!’ The next couple of hours were spent in pairs, doing fast dresses until our fingers bled. To the shout of ‘AWKWARD!’ each pair had to get into their Avon neck-entry rubber dry suits within two minutes. ‘Not fast enough! Get undressed. Try again. And again.’ You don’t just have to get into the suit through a seemingly impossible-size rubber hole, you must also get your neck rings, neck seal, and neck clamp on both divers, before you are finished. You keep this up until there is a more realistic class size. Then we must be going diving? When I did eventually manage to get into my enormous suit, I looked like I had elephantiasis-legs. There were rolls and rolls of spare rubber down by my ankles. Our numbers were down to around T5-20 already, and it wasn’t even lunchtime.

Next we went for what they called a mud run. How it got that name, I’ll never know. ‘Run’ should not be in the title at all. Mud-drowning, mud-crawling, flailing around in the mud in a gasping manner with no sense of purpose or direction. I know that is too long a description but it would be about right. Another thing that has always bothered me is, why are Navy bases always so near to thick black stinking mud anyway? Is it by design, or just sheer luck?

Running as a group, we came across the mud flats, and luckily for us the tide was right out, leaving a majestic swathe of the black, stinking mess for us to go fall and get stuck in. There was a distant post stuck out on the horizon.

‘Right!’ said the Chief. ‘Run round that post, and back here in ten minutes. Any questions? GO!’

After only ten or fifteen minutes, people to my left and right who, not long ago, were sane, reasonable, normal-thinking young men, were turned into gasping, heaving, black, lumbering wrecks. Some of the aptitudees seemed to be going in one direction only, and that was down. I was making light work of it compared to some and I was going full speed to nowhere. My titanic efforts didn’t seem to be appreciated at all by my superiors and they seemed intent on encouraging me on and on to even greater endeavours. I thought my lungs would burst.

There was one lad who was a little too stout for all this strenuous activity - and after getting less than 50 yards into the course he just could not move, or breathe. It was not unlike a climber who cannot go up or down. The thing I discovered over the years was, if you stop, you’ve had it. The longer you are in one place, the more you sink. If you stop and sink you have to put your weight on one leg to lift the other one out of the mud, to try and stride forwards. If you do this, your standing leg is now stuck, so you have to put weight on the other leg to lift your standing leg, and so on. Exhausting isn’t the word for it: it drains you to the very core. In the end they threw him a line and someone had to tie it under his arms and the instructors pulled him unceremoniously over the mud, mostly on his back, but sometimes on his front, to safe terra firma where he lay for an age trying to catch his breath. His face was the colour and shape of a bruised tomato and he kept getting long, black muddy worms out of his nose and sinuses. Somehow, the mud seemed to have even got behind his eyes! The instructors barely looked down at this dying swamp monster at their feet. I never saw him again.

An hour in, and even I was not faring so well now. I had rounded the post - but I was dying. The life would get sucked out of you, you get so hot because your body heat cannot escape the neck and cuff seals. Because you are watertight, you are of course airtight. It’s like being a boil-in-the-bag meal, like being poached alive.

My huge suit was in charge of where we went, not me. I had to take about three steps before the boot parts of my suit, which were dragging a way back behind me, started to move. I was actually standing in what would be the knees for a six-footer. You see, the suction of the mud just takes your boots off. Sometimes I would drag myself forward that one more step, so they could see I hadn’t given up, and the boot, stuck in the mud behind me, would lose its fragile grip in the suction and come flying at me like a catapulted welly, which is what it was. Just over halfway around, I was constantly getting abuse and being told to give up but, being ‘very determined’, I was not going to. I was eventually dragged out close to the finish by one of the ‘Second Dickies’. I’d not given up, that’s what had kept me there. I’d survived. That part anyway. Only one racing snake had managed to complete the mud run.

The Navy’s excuse (or reason) for inflicting these mud-flailing exercises was, ‘If you attack an enemy shore it may be muddy!’ It might not, I thought.

At lunchtime, eating my bag meal, I thought long and hard about my career choice. Do I want to spend the rest of my Navy time, and maybe the best part of my life, doing this? Being abused, being boiled, then cold and wet (if I ever get diving), and getting shouted at? Why not become a radar operator or maybe a store man, always in the warm, or get into mine warfare?

I couldn’t do it. That would be giving up, that would mean they’d beaten me. No way is that going to happen. They had passed, so would I.

The afternoon got considerably better. We started in the classroom, a heated one at that, learning a little about what being a clearance diver entailed. Some seemed shocked to learn that the ‘clearance’ part of the title meant clearing bombs and mines. One lad just stood up and said ‘Fuck that!’ and walked out. The instructor didn’t try to stop him. He didn’t bat an eyelid; he just carried on with his lecture. That must happen a lot, I thought. It was the ‘racing snake’ who had left the building, the only one to complete the mud run. So, fit as you like, muscles in his piss, yet he was still not quite all they were looking for. They were after people with that, but they had to have a bit extra as well, a bit of mental strength. It was a mental and physical breaking-down process. It was a means of getting the men that ‘might’ have the right stuff, onto the course.

I don’t remember how I dealt with this shocking piece of information. I think I let it just wash over me. It wouldn’t be me dealing with bombs and mines anyway, would it? If I did eventually pass, I would only be eighteen; they wouldn’t let me do anything like that. That would be a chief diver’s job, and they all looked about 50 to me. We weren’t at war with anyone and didn’t look like we were going to be. And anyway, didn’t we have minehunters, minesweepers? If we did find anything, wouldn’t we just blow it up? It wouldn’t be like the old black-and-white war movies, sitting alongside a bomb trying to defuse it, would it now? I had no idea then how wrong I was.

I took a bit of time to look around at my assembled trainee accomplices. Some were a lot bigger than me, tougher looking, and a good deal older. How was I going to bear up against this lot? They all had thick, black mud in their hair, in their ears, everywhere. I didn’t realise I was as bad myself until I got back to my class and spent an hour in the shower.

Just as I started to settle in the classroom, the chief diver shouted, ‘AWKWARD!’ and we ran outside into the rain and started getting into our dry suits again. There was no way any pair could dress each other in less than two minutes. I and my partner did manage to get it down to just over three, though I couldn’t see how it could possibly be done any quicker. The chief didn’t seem to think that was very good and made his feelings known by giving us ‘a little run in the mud’, as he put it.

By 5 p.m. I was shattered, completely drained, but my spirits rose when the four of us left were told to come back the next aptitude day, a week later. Crikey, I’m virtually there. They gave me all they had and I took it, I was meant to be a diver. The four of us were invited back for ‘diver training 2’. We were given a sheet of paper with ‘DIVER SIGNALS’ written on it and were told to learn them by next week. Hey, maybe we’ll be going diving then?

A signal is a tug on the rope attached to you telling you what to do, or telling the surface what you are doing. Four pulls (tugs on your line): come up - or, if you give it, I am coming up. Two bells: swim away from me (or I’m swimming away). Bells are given faster than pulls, and given in groups of two: ding ding… ding ding… ding, equals five bells, i.e. come back in.




First dive

If at first you don’t succeed, redefine success.

The following Thursday I was adrift by about three hours, because the Torpoint ferry over to the diver training area wasn’t running due to bad weather. By the time I got there I’d missed the morning’s lectures and some beastings. The chief diver mentioned that everyone else had managed to get there, and I should have tried harder. I didn’t see the value in pointing out to him that they were already living over this side of the water, so had no ferry to miss. Two other potential divers had obviously passed their first aptitude test somewhere else and had joined us for DT2. We were a nice round six again.

The weather was obviously my fault so I was severely punished and given circuits. So I missed even more lectures. A circuit involved climbing to the top of an Olympic-height diving board, jumping off with your fins under one arm, then putting them on in the water and swimming, on your back, across the water, climbing out and running around the edge, back to the board, and off you go again. I was joined on this exercise by the two lads I had never seen before. I don’t know what their crime was; breathing loudly was enough to get you ten circuits.

The art of jumping from such a great height without hurting yourself was explained to us on the top board by one of the Second Dickies (a qualified diver, who helps the chief). You don’t jump out, you just step into nothingness. They don’t build you up with the first board, then the second, then the top. Straight off the top you go. If you can’t do it, go away. You must hold your neck rings down with one hand and your suit inflation bottle round your waist with the other and tuck your fins under your arm. Heaven help you if you lose a fin.

The other bit of important information, which the guy behind me must’ve missed, was, look at the horizon, straight ahead. If you look down, you will fall forwards; if you look up, you will fall backwards. Oh, and keep your legs together, for obvious reasons.

‘Got it? Right, off you go.’

It’s a long fall and it buckles your knees when you hit the water. It seems a long time before you pop up and you shout ‘WELL!’ I survived my first jump and was wallowing about trying to put my fins on in the water, but at the same time watching the new guy at the top of the board. He was thinking about it for too long. He kept waving his foot over the edge of the board, then bringing it back. It looked like he was practising some kind of bizarre goose step. The SD was shouting encouragement in his ear, such as: ‘If you don’t want to do it, don’t do it, you big tart. Right, this is it, last chance, step out, or go back down the stairs, NOW!’

He waved his foot over the edge again, looked down and jumped. Because he was looking down and jumped, not stepped, he started to fall forwards. To try and stop this he was running in mid air. This didn’t seem to be working too well for him, so he put both hands out in front of him, in a sort of sleep-walking pose, dropping his fins. I almost didn’t want to watch. Not only was he going down leaning forwards, he had let go of his neck rings. He hit the water, slightly feet first, with his legs open. His neck rings smashed him in the jaw, jolting his head back, but from where I was swimming, that was the least of his worries. It looked to me like he would probably never have children. When he eventually surfaced, there was claret everywhere from a nasty-looking gash under his chin. I started to head back to help him, but was told in no uncertain terms that it was nothing to do with me and I’d best get myself across the other side. As I headed off on my first ever circuit, I could hear him whimpering, maybe even crying. When they dragged him out of the water he had both hands over his crotch and there was a big bit of floppy flesh under his chin. So we were back down to five again.

It turned out that the whole morning I had missed was about how to operate the diving equipment we’d be using that afternoon. ‘Well, all you’ve got to do is breathe, isn’t it?’ I could do that already.

I was hurriedly dressed-in that afternoon and given a run down about what to do if this or that happened, but to be quite honest I was a bit like a rabbit caught in the headlights. I was going to do my first ever dive! I was finally going in the water, to go under it. I jumped in and immediately realised, this ain’t going to be as easy as I thought. Two huge great big bottles on your back pulling you backwards, lead weights pulling you another way, fins that seemed to stop you from moving your feet as you would like. A nose clip over your nose to stop you from breathing through it, something you had done all your life. And a face mask covering your face and a hood covering your ears. Essentially all your senses are taken away in one fell swoop. All you have left is your vision - until you leave the surface, that is. Had I ever been diving in the Red Sea, or even in a swimming pool, I’m sure the degree of difficulty would have been considerably reduced.
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I had been promoted to a size 4 suit, which, being only twice as big as I required, was much better. On its down side was the fact that the suit was used every week for aptitudes and mud runs so it had no owner or carer; it just got used and abused -and wrecked. In fact, you could say it was a suit of holes, with some rubber in between. But that was part of the game of getting people to give up, wasn’t it? Get them cold, get the numbers down. But that won’t work with me, will it? Because I’m going to pass, you see.

Splash - and I’m in. I’m in Plymouth docks. It’s not quite (in a French accent) As Philippe and I make our assent to zer Calypso, zer visibility is only one ‘undred feet, so, we both had torches!’ Jack Custard for you there! You can’t actually see anything at all. It’s black-black, and by that I mean black as in pushing your palms into your eyelids, under the bedclothes, at the bottom of a mine shaft, at night. No light gets there. That kind of BLACK. You can’t see your nose clip at the end of your nose. Not even the slight tint of pink you can see with your eyes closed tucked up in bed. Nothing.

Now this can be a little disconcerting at first. You may get a signal of four bells to go left. Which way is left? Left - to you -may be right to the surface crew, because you don’t know which way you’re facing to start with. You guess and invariably set off the wrong way, so you get the signal again, only with a touch more violence. It says on your signals sheet that you should turn and face your life line, then go left or right. My problem seemed to be that I kept losing the life line whenever I got a signal. If you didn’t answer your signal pretty smart you got it again and again, often taking it out of your hands, which by the way were so cold you could barely feel the rope.

You have nothing to go by - well, look back at the bank. But which way is that? What I’m trying to say is that you have no bearings at all. You have a bit of knowing which is up and which is down because of gravity, but even that is reduced under water. Without light, sound, vision or touch, we’re buggered.

Anyway, after a while, maybe half an hour, I was soaked and freezing because of my holey suit but the panic and disorientation had diminished a bit and I hoped I was stumbling the right way when ordered. Two bells : face your life line and go out Off you go. One pull: stop.

Now as I said I missed the important stuff about how the air set worked and what to do in the event of running out of air. Whilst getting a quick brief before entering the water I caught something about ‘equalising’. I thought he meant my ears.

As you go down in the water you have to equalise the pressure between the inner and outer ear, via the Eustachian tube, the only thing separating the two being a piece of thin and delicate skin, the eardrum. In the Navy you wear a nose clip for this because the face mask covers your whole face down to your chin. Everyone has felt this pressure on the eardrum just going down a few feet in the swimming pool. A descent of only six feet will compress your middle-ear space by 20 per cent, and that equals pain. Keep going down without blowing on your nose and you will burst your eardrum.

Alas, he wasn’t concerned with my ears at all. In the Navy if you are wearing an air set you don’t have a gauge on it. You start your dive with only one bottle open and breathe normally until it goes tight and starts to run out. If you then open your other full bottle, the air between the two ‘equalises’ - you can hear it very well under water as a tinny hissing sound. The sound will diminish, and then you close the valve. Now you have two half-full bottles. You breathe down the one bottle again and do the same when it gets tight. Now you have ‘equalised twice’; you have about a quarter of your original air left and you come up. Simple!

Simple if you know this, anyway. I missed all that because I was unable or unwilling to control the weather, and was late. The opening of the valve action was never really relayed to me. I know that, because I wasn’t there to hear it. Nobody thought about that bit. I learned later that everyone else had the opportunity to wear the diving set, breathe from it and equalise it in the classroom, more than once. Good for them.

I guess I was about 100 foot out on the end of my life line when my air started to go tight. No, it can’t be, the chief diver said it should last about an hour. An hour hasn’t gone by already, has it, and anyway they would call me up (four pulls), wouldn’t they? At this point my short life flashed before me.

I am allergic to not breathing, so I did what all rational, normal-thinking people would do in this situation. I panicked.

I grappled around for my life line and finned and pulled myself to the surface as quickly as I could. You are of course meant to breathe out on a controlled slow ascent or you may give yourself a bend or burst a lung. But I had nothing to breathe out, my lungs were already empty. Air hunger, or the urge to breathe, is undoubtedly one of the strongest human reactions we have and you will take extraordinary actions to encourage breathing again. Helped by a large portion of adrenalin, induced by the probability of dying, I hit the surface going full tilt and removed my mask in one swift movement. In fact, the mask may even have been off before I broke surface. Anyway it was in a thoroughly unprofessional manner.

I was travelling so fast I reckon I came out of the water up to my waist. That first intake of breath, that sweet taste of air and water was the deepest I have taken so far in my 48 years. Gasp doesn’t do it justice and I don’t think you can write down the noise I made. It was probably along the lines of the mating call of a randy caribou. The thing is, I hadn’t counted on gravity taking a hold of me now I was briefly out of the water again, but it did, and as I came down from my breach, I went under again. This was becoming intolerable.

The divers on the quay saw this thing shooting out of the water then disappear again, and without pause for thought, three of them began pulling me in, hand-over-hand as fast as they could.

The line I was attached to was tied in a bowline on my shoulder, and with my weight-belt and bottles on I took off at breakneck speed towards the jetty. My speed was so great in fact that a bow wave formed around my head and I found myself under water and unable to breathe again. Only this time I was at a loss as to what to do to remedy the situation. As I began to pass out I just hoped I would soon be at the jetty. In fact I later found out that it was my swift and un-cushioned arrival back at the concrete jetty that might well have knocked me out.

I came to lying in the recovery position and vomiting over some big boots. The chief diver was obviously worried about me and showed his concern by yelling into my face, ‘You’ve not equalised once yet! Why didn’t you f***ing equalise?’

‘I did clear my ears, chief.’

‘Not your f***ing ears, you muppet, your bottles, same as we did in the classroom this morning.’

‘I wasn’t … HEEEAVE … here this morning.’ As the second helping of dockyard water and leaves and oil came up and out of me all over the chief’s boots, I could see the dawning of realisation move over his face. ‘Shit! This was my fault.’

To give him credit, though, his attitude immediately changed from one of anger to apologetic concern. I was wrapped in a blanket and given hot tea and whisked off to sick bay, where I spent a day on bend watch, to see if anything developed, and three days in hospital, throwing up dockyard flotsam and jetsam, and very nearly got back-classed from my basic training unit to boot. If that happened, I would have to drop back two weeks and start again with a completely new intake.

I went back the next week though and tried again, and every week for the next ten weeks. Why? Because I was going to pass, is the only answer I can give.




Bluff Cove, 1982

As soon as we hit the deck, our protectors fanned out to make a secure perimeter around the chopper. We jumped out and made our way to the farmhouse at Bluff Cove. Contact was made with the Officer in Charge of the Second Parachute Regiment, who were still staying hidden as they passed through the area. At the farmhouse we were introduced to the farmer. He was questioned at length about enemy activity in the area, and whether he’d been down the path to the beach. He said he’d been ‘banned’ from going down there since the occupation, so could not be sure if the path and beach area had been mined. He was pretty intent on telling us his story and he was not happy that the Argentinians had killed around 150 of his sheep and tom down mile after mile of his fencing to use as firewood - probably to cook his sheep.

He was keen to help us in any way he could, and offered us a lift down to the beach area in his Land Rover. We jumped at the chance, saving ourselves the hike down the track, in the pitch black, with all our gear. I remember we got dressed in our dry
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suits outside the farmhouse, dumped our clothes in the hampers and did another quick check of our equipment. We also talked through every possible scenario for something going wrong. We had done this at the planning stage, but did it again here. One thing we foresaw was if one of us had a problem with our diving gear whilst we were over by the enemy bank. It was decided, if we had to surface and were not able, or well enough, to swim back across on the surface for whatever reason, we should make our way to the enemy beach, and hide up as best we could, until the SBS and Royal Marines effected our rescue. On hearing this, one of the sergeants didn’t say anything, he just started to camouflage our faces. He used just the black, to take the sheen off. There would be no need for the green where we were going! There is nothing like a bit of war-paint to give you a false sense of bravado. Every sinew of my body was alive and tingling. It was exciting. I had my camera with me and thought of having a photo taken, but then I thought. ‘What if the flash goes off?’ How embarrassing would that be? Not to mention possibly life-threatening.

The Royal Engineers went ahead, sweeping the path with 4C mine locators, with some of the bootnecks (Royal Marines), and the SBS lads.

The farmer then hooked up a trailer. We chucked our hampers on the back in amongst the straw and farm paraphernalia, and jumped on ourselves. It was a bit like a motley crew from a set in ’Alio Alla ‘Now listen very carefully, I shall say zis only once!’

The farmer got his instructions to move off slowly and only drive where the Royal Engineers said had been cleared. Then, with no headlights on, he started up the Land Rover and we moved off towards the coast. This was quite a change from the helicopter ride, driving at a snail’s pace with the two REs just in view. I can remember sitting on the back wearing my dry bag, holding on to the hamper, which had enough plastic explosive in it to blow us all to kingdom come, thinking ‘if we do drive over a mine, we won’t know anything about it anyway.’

It was a stop-start, slow journey down to the beach. When he stopped, we unhooked the trailer and the very nervous-looking farmer turned his Rover around and went back to the house.

Now, it was just us. My eyes were immediately drawn to the jet-black east bank opposite our position. Was there anyone watching us? ‘Still in enemy hands’ kept echoing in my ears. It was spooky, to say the least. Every now and then, the moon would light everything up, including us. In between the bright moonshine, there were bouts of heavy rain.

The Royal Engineers cleared an area for us to work in, then moved along the high-water mark and told us if we stayed in those areas we would be fine. The SBS and marines took up defensive positions around us and the boathouse.

I went behind the boathouse for a PDP (pre-dive piss - ‘piss’ can be exchanged for ‘poop’ as and when), always a good idea before going diving. As I did so, something really made me jump. I almost stood on an SBS trooper; he was right under my feet and yet I couldn’t see him. Even after he spoke to me from his prone position, I still couldn’t quite make out his outline. I’m sure he would have let me know, though, had I got him wet.

Billy and I got our final brief from Mick, familiarised ourselves with the area we were to be searching and went to get dressed-in. I checked my gear in the pitch black, on the back of the trailer, for the umpteenth time, threw it over my head, and walked to the water’s edge. Billy and I checked each other out and walked backwards out into the estuary. You walk backwards so as to make no splashes with your fins. Because of the type of mission this was, it had been decided from the beginning that we would have no standby diver. This is usually unheard off. We would just have to look after each other.

The reason you do so much training, so many times, in the dark, in the rain, in the middle of the night, when you’re dog-tired, etc, is so that when you have to do it for real, it just happens. No one really needed to speak to each other, we just got on with the job at hand.

It was approximately 23:00 on the night of 4/5 June 1982. If only my loved ones could see me now, I thought.
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School? Not for me thanks

School was never really my cup of tea. I know a lot of people say that, but with me it was true. Some of my school reports are hilarious. One of my favourites was my 1973 Physical education report from Monks Park School comprehensive in Bristol, where my mum and dad’s hardware shop was. This one was written by our PE teacher, Mr Gillespie.


SCHOOL REPORT FOR TONY GROOM age 14

Tennis: This game should be played with hand and body, not mouth, which is what Tony most frequently uses.

Soccer: Could do very well in this game, but seems quite happy with his present standard, works better when cornered like a rat.



I was unfortunate enough to be at secondary school in the early seventies, when I can only think the government was ‘experimenting’ with lessons. Some other examples include:


Home Economics [cooking?]: Tony’s work lacks concentration. He could do better. He has been unable to take part in four practical lessons, due to failure to bring in any ingredients.

Typewriting [yes, typewriting]: Tony isn’t fair to himself. He has ability but sees no sense in learning typewriting. I understand his father agrees with him on this issue. He can produce good work, when the mood takes him. Room for much improvement in behaviour.




Indefatigable

This wasn’t for me. I needed to be outdoors doing things, although you may not think that looking at my sports report! One day a lad in my class, called Ian Dawes, brought in a flyer for a nautical boarding school. I had already been in the sea scouts, but now I was in the sea cadets. I don’t understand why, as it’s not in my family at all, but I was fascinated with water and the sea. I was always happiest near water. I could stare at it for hours, wondering what was underneath it. Obviously, the glossy pamphlet looked fantastic; these boys didn’t seem to be doing maths or typewriting or learning how to cook. They all seemed to be playing sport, sailing, rowing and canoeing, all the things I wanted to do throughout my school days. I wanted to be outdoors, on the water.

I took it home to my parents and said I wanted to go to the TS Indefatigable, in Anglesey, north Wales. I prepared myself for a fight, as they obviously wouldn’t want to lose me at this young and tender age.

They couldn’t believe their luck. I was a pain at home and at school. They immediately gave up golf (mum), and smoking (dad) and spent the money they saved on my boarding fees. Within a few months, we were in the car and driving for what seemed like ever, to north Wales. We drove down a long, sweeping driveway, to this magnificent-looking huge castle-type house. I got out and stared at this splendid place. My parents got out my bags and simply said, ‘Right, we don’t want to embarrass you in front of all the boys, so we’ll be off. Bye then!’ and they were gone. That was it, I was here for three months before leave. I waved as they tore up the driveway and I had my first pangs of, ‘I hope I’ve done the right thing here.’ I wandered in through the huge oak doors on my own with a due amount of trepidation.

To my astonishment, we did have to do maths, English, technical drawing, science, history and even RE. We were also lucky enough to have one lesson every morning at 06:00, given by the physical education officer, an ex-Marine who did a nice line in torture. At this god-awful time, every single morning, winter, rain, snow, spring and summer, he would have us up doing what he called LAD, which stood for lateral, abdominal and dorsal, the muscle groups. He would basically beast us, so that we would be quiet during breakfast. Being a nautical school, we used nautical phrases and terminology wherever possible. After all, we already saw ourselves as old sea dogs. Beasting is one such term, used across the forces, and it means to inflict pain through physical exertion.

He had many other ingenious way to inflict pain, too many for me to mention here. One was boxing. He would organise it differently, though. Two onto one was one of his favourites. Another was the biggest boy against the smallest, the fittest against the fattest, or ‘c’mon lads, it’s Fit v Fat today,’ as if we were meant to get excited by it! I was queuing up to get beaten by him once, having committed the heinous crime of smuggling a miniature transistor radio to bed, in order to listen to Radio Luxembourg. I remember watching the look on his face as he lashed the poor lad in front of me. This was the first time in my life I’d realised people could get fun out of hurting someone else. His eyes were wide, his face was flushed and he was positively revelling in it. He was undoubtedly a sadist, although I was, as yet, unable to give it that name.

I then watched him more closely when his boxing lessons were going on. He had one of his favourites one day, ‘Big v Small’. He would watch avidly as one of the smallest boys would get a beating, and he would never step in until there was blood, tears or even a knockout. Being a tad short myself, I was always determined not to give him the satisfaction he craved. I fought my corner to the point that one of the most keenly anticipated fights was usually between me and the only French lad at the school - known as Johnny Onions! He was a six-footer even then at barely fifteen. I, however, was not. I used to have to go for body shots and be very wary of his long reach. I would knock him out, and he me. I once hit him with an uppercut to his stomach and he threw up over me. The thing is, we didn’t even dislike each other, but once we were in the gym it was no holds barred. If I lost, I would have to get badly hurt before it was stopped. Even if I did lose, I would make a point of not letting the pain show; our PE officer loved that. Some lads would cry - wimp out, if you like - and he gave them a right old rough time. If Johnny lost to a much smaller kid (me for instance) he would just put him in with someone else until he learnt his lesson. What lesson? Well, I guess it was not to lose. Some say it’s character-building. Maybe, but I wouldn’t want my son to go through it.

I now know that these bouts, and my experiences at boarding school, had a more profound effect on me than I ever realised. It may have given me my attitude that I will not be beaten, physically or mentally, and never give up. This belligerence would serve me well later in my life, especially in the Navy divers courses.






Babies course

There are old divers and bold divers, but no old, bold divers.

Having passed out of my basic training at Raleigh, still class leader, and being told I’d done enough to grab a place on the next babies course, I was thrilled to bits. I knew there was more torture to come, but I was ready for it now.

I found myself getting a train home to Bristol, carrying my worldly possessions, and a ticket to HMS Vernon in Portsmouth, the home of Navy diving since its inception.

I was now a seaman, according to the Navy, despite only ever having been to sea (well, Plymouth Sound) in a bosun’s dinghy. Much more important to me, I was on the next Basic Divers Course, Elementary Diver 9 (ED 9). Two of us, out of those hundreds that tried in my ten weeks at Raleigh, got on course.

I arrived at Vernon in January 1976, and met the nine others who had made it to the beginning. I thought I’d done the hard part - I’d passed aptitude. I was in for a shock. The next three months are a bit of a blur.

When you are not either diving or sleeping, you are running, eating or, it seemed to me, being punished for something you ‘might’ do in the future and they may not have the time to punish you for it then. A sort of pre-punishment. You would often wake up, or come round, in the water, thinking ‘What happened here?’

There is a lovely week they call ‘live-in week’ that you have on course at Horsea Island in Portsmouth. Horsea is a nine-metre-deep, mile-long lake, built by convicts and prisoners of war in the late 1800s. It was originally built to fire and test torpedoes in strict secrecy. So where better than an island, concealing a hidden lake? The week is about time in the water. That week alone I did in excess of 1,500 minutes. By the end of course, and over the years, I got to know the bottom of that lake far too intimately.

Basically you dive and sleep (a bit), dive and sleep. Throw in a few circuits and mud runs and various other means of torture and, in essence, you are either under water or it seems you are just being punished for choosing this career path.

One instructor of mine, a PO Brian Hutchinson, would wait at the bottom of the board, and as you came panting round on another circuit he would ask, Tired?’ To which you have only two answers. You could say, ‘Yes sir,’ to which he would reply, ‘You’re not fit enough then, are you? Round again.’ On your next circuit, in answer to the same question, you might try, ‘No sir,’ to which he would say, ‘Not done enough then, have you? Round again.’ Until he got bored or someone passed out.

We had a telegraph pole called George that took at least six men to carry, and it had to go everywhere, and I mean everywhere, with us, including loo, shower, and sometimes the top of the board to throw off and do a circuit with us. At least two course members had to be with it - sorry, him - at all times.

The night we finished live-in week, we even had to take it to the Harbour Lights pub near Horsea Island. The landlord, I remember, never batted an eyelid. ‘Oh, it’s the divers with George,’ as we wandered in with a telegraph pole and ordered eight beers (the thinning-out process was still ongoing). We then had the dubious pleasure of being ‘allowed’ to buy our punishers a pint. Each one of us was allowed to buy them one, in fact.

On course, the ‘circuit’ was the second task of the day. Obviously you have to take part in a ‘wake up!’ run, with George on your shoulders, first. However, I have a slight admission to make here. I didn’t really find running with George any harder than without him. It could be because I am only ‘four foot and a fag paper’, as I seem to remember one chief diver referring to me. Which essentially meant that the taller lads on course took most of the weight. But I never once complained.

When you were meant to be asleep one of the staff would throw a thunder-flash into the sleeping area, sometimes more than once a night. A thunder-flash is essentially a huge firework, a banger, about the size of the biggest Cuban cigar. This was in the days before ‘Health and Safety’. In the confines of the small sleeping area, it provided the same decibel level as a stun grenade that the SAS use to momentarily incapacitate terrorists - usually prior to filling them full of holes. For us, it was designed to stun us into an automated response, to move ourselves at the highest rate of knots in the general direction of our diving gear. If they were feeling good or had a hangover, they might just shout ‘AWKWARD!’

From the bang, you had fifteen minutes to be blowing bubbles, i.e. swimming up the lake. It’s not long.

This gear isn’t just air/scuba equipment that you chuck on your back. These are oxygen rebreathers called CDBA (Clearance Diver’s Breathing Apparatus); it’s not particularly complicated equipment but if you prep it wrong, you will die.

It is a set that gives out no bubbles. Handy if you’re trying to blow up someone’s ship or simply don’t want to be seen. How can you not show any bubbles? You have to breathe out, right? I’ll try and explain.

Very simply, when you breathe using CDBA, for example on an attack swim, you would charge your cylinders with pure oxygen. Breathing in and out through a large false lung on your chest (just like a large flexible bag), your body uses some of the 02 (oxygen) and as you move and work, your body changes some oxygen to C02 (carbon dioxide).

A rebreather takes the C02 out of the 02 you exhale, by way of you breathing through a canister full of sodium hydroxide. If you then suck this 02 in again the C02 is ‘scrubbed’ through the canister and you can essentially breathe the same 02 again and again. Obviously the oxygen diminishes over many breaths, so you squirt in a little more oxygen as the bag deflates. That way, you can recycle most of the gas. Nothing is wasted or has to leave you, hence no bubbles. Got it? Also, because you can rebreathe it, you need less of it.

Two large ‘air’ cylinders will give you about an hour on a shallow dive if you’re breathing normally. Two of our 02 cylinders are not much larger than say the old glass Coke bottles, but because you rebreathe most of it, it’ll last you an hour and a half.
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You have the added advantage of having no need for a demand valve, as on a scuba set, so it’s also silent. Handy if you’re diving on an acoustic mine (one that reacts to the sound of a ship). Also every metal part is made of brass or copper. Handy if you’re diving on a magnetic mine (one made to react to the magnetic field a ship makes). If you’re diving on a contact mine, you just need to be careful not to touch it in the wrong place.

So we’re smaller, hence lighter and faster, sleeker, quieter, we have a better endurance, and we are invisible from the surface. Perfect. I was always 100% confident that nobody would catch me if I didn’t want to be seen.

Bang! (goes the thunder-flash to wake you up). Instantly you’re off, running to the water’s edge at Horsea Island, and you start to prep your gear for a dive. You pour your C02 absorbent into its canister, check your gear, get into your dry bag, which has to be within two minutes per pair of divers (we could do this easily by now), then check each other’s gear, etc. Then you have to sort out your target in the darkness, take your bearings with your compass and enter the water and be gone within fifteen minutes, and not seen again until your objective is reached.

After three months’ hard graft, and I don’t know how many hours underwater, I was qualified as a clearance diver. I was a CD! I went straight to the diving stores to draw my wetsuit, and because it was only available once you had passed CD, it was like a badge of honour. All new divers would wear their wetsuit all the time, no matter how cold it was. The novelty does wear off, though, eventually. I was very proud of qualifying, and rightly so. There have been literally thousands of men and boys failed along the way, trying to get one of these standard helmet bubble-head badges. From now on, wherever you went, where there were general service sailors, they would all refer to you as ‘Deeps’.
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Bluff Cove, 1982

As soon as I left the surface, all the nerves left me. Yes, it was night and a dodgy situation, but this was where I was at home, comfortable, underwater, I was on autopilot. Even if we came under attack now, we were safe. Unless, of course, we were to find mines.

We swam up and down designated courses, using a combination of underwater compasses, depth gauges and swim lines. The visibility was quite good, maybe three metres, although the amount of long kelp usually stopped us from seeing that far. I had been in the water possibly an hour and covered a huge distance back and forth, back and forth, to the enemy bank and back.
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While I guess I was about 50 metres south of the boathouse, I swam into something which made me jump. At this point, there was no moon at all and I was reluctant to use my torch for obvious reasons. It was about a metre and a half long, cylindrical and metal.

You are trained at the Defence Explosives Ordnance Disposal School (DEODS) to build up a mental picture of whatever it is you are inspecting, especially for situations like this. You might have to surface and tell your supervisor what it is you’ve found, even if you can’t see it. If you’re in some far-flung swamp water, with no visibility at all, it’s no good coming up and saying ‘I dunno, but it’s got spikes sticking out of it, it’s round-ish and it’s ticking. Might be a novelty clock, chief!’

It was too large a diameter to be a ground mine. Unless it was ‘improvised’? It had two ridges running round the casing. I moved to one end and gently examined that. We are taught and trained to memorise the lengths of various parts of our bodies (stop it!). From my fingertips to my opposite shoulder was i m 10 cm, which was how long it was, and from fingertips to armpit was 60 cm, which was the circumference of the object. The picture I was building in my mind was of a huge bean-can shape. I was just considering whether to signal Billy to come over and have a look, when I found two caps at one end: one large and one small. Mines have caps like this for the fuses. This was not a mine, though, I was pretty sure of that. I went round to the other end and found a long pole sticking out of it. It was an oil drum with the bottom cut out that had been filled with cement. I relaxed and tried to swallow -1 say tried, because I realised I had no moisture left in my mouth.

I was just about to swim away from it, with a sense of relief, when Billy swam into a view. He had probably come over to see why I hadn’t moved at the other end of the swim line for so long. He was facing the other way when I grabbed his arm to show him what I’d found, Billy spun around like he was being attacked by a shark. He jumped so much it made me jump. I wasn’t the only one that was nervous, then? We both just stuck our thumbs up at each other and carried on our search.
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The Second Dickie - a star in his own eyes
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Mutiny on the Kirkliston



















Jack speak






	SMUDGE:
	Alright Dusty, me ole bucket of s**t? [A real term of endearment]



	DUSTY:
	Ahoy, shipmate. How's me old oppo, Smudge, then?



	SMUDGE:
	Bessie mate, Bessie. [Good, thanks]



	DUSTY:
	What you on tonight? [What watch have you got?]



	SMUDGE:
	I got the Middle, and you? [Midnight to 4 a.m.]



	DUSTY:
	Last dog all night in, me. [6 to 8 p.m., which means in bed all night, afterwards]



	SMUDGE:
	You jammie bastard.



	DUSTY:
	Who organised these watches?



	SMUDGE:
	The 'One'. [The Jimmy, the 'number one', is first officer below the captain]



	DUSTY:
	No wonder! That snotty couldn't organise the duty watch on a two-man submarine, with half the ship's company on leave. He needs Rembrandting, that one. [Snotty is any young officer. Rembrandting - putting in the picture]












	SMUDGE:
	What's for scran? [Any meal]



	DUSTY:
	Ruby, or spithead pheasant. [Ruby Murray - Curry. Spithead is where all the old ships of the line would anchor, off Portsmouth. So the pheasant of the sea was a kipper, sometimes also called a 'one-eyed steak'.]



	SMUDGE:
	The devil-dodger told me to have that, yesterday. I had a ring like a dragon's nostril all through first dog. I wish I was blue card like that sin bosun. [Devil-dodger or sin bosun - the padre; blue card - no duties; first dog is the 4-6 p.m. watch]



	DUSTY:
	Put some wind the slide, ya muppet, and pass us me fighting irons, will ya? [Pass the butter, and a knife and fork]



	SMUDGE:
	I bring me own gobbling rods now; don't want to end up seeing the scab-lifter again. Pass the sea-dust, will ya? [Medic; pass the salt]



	DUSTY:
	You're a right sick bay-ranger you, aren't ya? Were you making pavement pizza, then? [Always ill; were you sick?]



	SMUDGE:
	Was I? I was giving it loads of technicolor yawn all through make-and-mend, I had to go and get some Egyptian PT in me scratcher. [I was sick all through the afternoon off; had to go and lie down on my bed]



	DUSTY:
	You get more time off than Rick Van Winkle's bunk light, you.



	SMUDGE:
	Ease to five, Jack, you're sailing close to the wind, you are. [Watch it, you're pushing your luck. Any sailor can be called Jack.]












	DUSTY:
	You think you're some kinda BAM you, don't ya? [BAM - bad ass marine]



	SMUDGE:
	You can talk. You couldn't fight your way out of a wet paper bag, you.



	DUSTY:
	You up for a wet before you go ashore? [Drink before you go out?]



	SMUDGE:
	Got any Nelson's blood, then? [Rum]



	DUSTY:
	I might let you have sippers. [Small sip]



	SMUDGE:
	Sippers? Gulpers, at least. You owe me! [Big swallow]



	DUSTY:
	It's always sandy bottoms with you, anyway. [You take a big gulp, anyway]



	SMUDGE:
	You can talk. Every tot is hands to bathe. [The pipe 'Hands to Bathe' is made when you stop the ship somewhere hot and the ship's company go swimming]



	DUSTY:
	Has the paraffin-pigeon come back yet? [Helicopter]



	SMUDGE:
	It's up to Professor Fog, innit? He reckons its pea-soupers out there. [Navigation officer says it's foggy]



	DUSTY:
	D'you reckon he's an ass bandit? I went past his kaboosh during the first, and he was wearing a brown hatter's scrambling net! [Is he gay? I passed his office during the first watch, 8 p.m. till midnight, and he was wearing a string vest]



	SMUDGE:
	No way. In this weather, it's Harry Redders out there. [Surely not; it's so hot]



	DUSTY:
	Gen up, true dit, no shit, safeguard he was! [Honest]












	SMUDGE:
	He's TUBBIN, that one. [Thumb Up Bum, Brain In Neutral]



	DUSTY:
	Right, it's time for a shit, shower, shave, shampoo, shore, shite-ers, shag for me. [I'm off to wash and go out, and maybe have sex]



	SMUDGE:
	You're not still seeing that gronk, are ya? [Woman/ girl - not wife]



	DUSTY:
	Too right! Once the sprogs are in bed, we'll have a bottle of Chateau crappers - then it's all night in for me. [Once her children are in bed, we'll have a cheap bottle of wine and I may stay the night]



	SMUDGE:
	She's got rug-rats? [Children]



	DUSTY:
	Yeah, the ole man's a sun-dodger. [Submariner, usually away a lot]



	SMUDGE:
	I might just batten down and close the dead lights early. [Dead lights are the brass storm-proof shutters on port holes, i.e. eyes]



	DUSTY:
	Poof. [Gay]











	(a) Drop your meal and save yourself. Quite a popular choice, until you go back up and see the chef and ask him for another dinner. After you’ve cleaned up the first dinner of course.

	  or:

	(b) Try and save your dinner, whilst landing in a big snotty heap at the bottom of the ladder, risking serious injury and the derision of everyone eating their meal below you. Also a very popular choice, as you would rarely (or never) get a second dinner from the chef.























Mystery ship






Darling























South Pacific
































Funafuti













Party time


































Paradise















Mine searching, Pacific-style
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Sharks and mines
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Free-for-all
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Jaws





















The Fleet Clearance Diving Team, 1978-79








	(1) 75-metre oxy-helium diving from inflatable dinghies for nuclear weapons recovery, and ship, aircraft or other emergency tasks.

	(2) Afloat dome and propeller changes, worldwide.

	(3) Underwater demolition, IED and EOD tasks, worldwide.

	(4) Provide attacking underwater saboteur forces for ships exercising or work up.

	(5) Provide backup to command CD teams as necessary.

	(6) Being the UK CD commitment to NATO, to participate in NATO and National Mine Warfare exercises, particularly in the team’s war role, unknown mine investigation and recovery.








	(1) Own transport, including a special-purpose air-transportable seven-ton lorry.

	(2) Air-transportable emergency trailer, carrying a two-compartment compression chamber and salvage equipment.

	(3) A full IED disposal outfit.
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Ouch!

















CD2S course and the bomb team
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Deep work-up
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HMS Bronington




























Fleet Team again
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Gibraltar 1982











































Sounds like the buggers mean it









It’s started


















































Prick on a stick






















Falklands














































	Royal Air Force: responsible for all unexploded ordnance, including Allied ordnance, and all ordnance of whatever nationality found on or near to crashed aircraft.

	Royal Navy: all unexploded ordnance on its property and all underwater weapons (hence the need for clearance divers).

	Army: all unexploded ordnance on Army property, or not on RAF or Navy property or crashed aircraft.
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HMS Argonaut




















HMS Antelope












No ordinary bang































































Awkward
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The SAS




















Day seven




















The dentist
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Where are you safe?
























Day eight





































Exocet!
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Bluff Cove
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Feeling British again
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Sea Dart


































Lucky or unlucky












Sir Tristram and Sir Galahad



















Bums
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Naval gunfire support
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Would all those wishing to surrender, please form an orderly queue?









































Booby traps













Islands of the condemned
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Fearless on our way home

















Spoons














Brize Norton
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Nibby Nobble, Nobby Noble













Home to Lymers












Too young to die
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	258 killed
	649 killed



	777 wounded
	1,068 wounded



	59 taken prisoner
	11,313 taken prisoner





















Brag-rags
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Ding ding round 2
































He looks like me





When you’re saturated, are you just really wet?








Why bother with sat?








Bobby Boyle’s law










In the bin
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[image: chpt_fig_077.jpg]







The Merchant Royal Navy









Don’t be a pleb
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Officer Darling





















The end of the Andrew
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Nigeria! Oh you must go there!


































































It don’t come cheap sonny
















Piper Alpha




































Health and Safety avert your eyes








Sat rat











The shit list
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	(1) Ex-military or frustrated Scooby Doo, which is military parlance for any scuba diver. Then you generally go to civil engineering diving, which is inshore small engineering type stuff. We’ve all done it and it’s horrible. You will find yourself in pitch-black dockyards, in the cooling tanks of a nuclear some sewage outfall pipe. The money is garbage and so is the diving. If you don’t go the civil route, you could try going to the far-flung reaches of the Earth and get work with virtually no qualifications or experience. Nearly everyone has started in one of these two ways, hence my Nigerian and other African experiences. Other people go to India, a good way to take your life in your hands, some go out to the Far East, or the Middle East. One thing you will notice whilst travelling around the world looking for diving work is that hardly any of it is somewhere nice. Why is that? Why is it that oil is not in the Caribbean, Jamaica for instance, the Mediterranean or Miami? You will find plenty north of Scotland, in West Africa, or in nice places like Iraq or the Siberian parts of Russia. If you phone up and get a job too easily, say in Angola, beware, there is a reason for this, which will only become apparent when you get there. And then it’s too late.

	(2) Then you will usually scrape one or two air diving jobs somewhere decent like the North Sea. Whilst there, you will notice the ‘sat rats’ getting a lot more money for fewer days away. Eventually most people think, ‘I could do that, lying in your bunk all day, having LSTs run around for you.’

	(3) After a few trips or maybe even years as an air diver, one of the superintendents will have a word in your shell-like if he thinks you could cut the mustard. ‘Get your sat ticket, sonny, and I’ll definitely put you in the bin.’ Watch out, they do lie! You then have to weigh up whether to believe him and go and blow your ten grand on a sat course.
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	(4) You haven’t cracked it even then. Your sat course could well be a backward step in that you have to go traipsing off abroad again to get your first sat. Eventually coming back it could well be a case of who you know again and whether your superintendent was lying to you. Either that, or he’s moved to another company so can’t help you anyway. If he is still around, and you get your first sat, congratulations, that’s where the money is, saturation in the North Sea. As long as your first sat is quickly followed by your second, that is, which will of course depend on how your first one went. With the money comes the best safety in the world, so once you’ve dived there, you rarely go anywhere else. How long you keep this up is of course entirely up to you. I have been in sat at the age of 45 and been the new boy, a young lad, the whippersnapper. There are many sat divers over 50. To have someone under 30 is really quite rare.
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	(5) After as many years as you can take, locked up in a chamber you can barely take three paces in, for a month at a time, with people you may well love or hate, you may decide to hang up your fins. If you do, and you’ve been in the game as long as most of us, it is the only thing that you know how to do. Which of course means spending more money, to become a supervisor.
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	(6) This again could be a backward step. You may have to go air supervising before you can go sat supervising. It is absolutely amazing how quickly a newly qualified supervisor can forget what it’s like to be in the water. Within a month of supervising they will be bollocking ‘you’ for moaning about the raging tide, not getting out of the bell quick enough, getting lost in shit visibility, losing tools, etc, when only a matter of weeks earlier it would have been him doing exactly the same thing.

	(7) From sat supervisor you might aspire to reach the dizzying heights of Night Superintendent, and then on to Supreme Being, otherwise known as Superintendent. The only way then is to sell your soul to Beelzebub and become Operations Manager. NEVER!!
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North Sea sat
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O’Leary’s luck

























































Oceaneering








Christ! It’s Shady














Planet Earth is 4,600 million years old










In the beginning…















To dive or not to dive?









































Afterword


By Commodore Michael C Clapp, CB, Royal Navy


Commander; Falklands Amphibious Task Group, 1982



Professional divers such as Tony Groom live ‘on the edge’. As Tony makes clear, this is not the life for everyone - but the rewards in friendship and excitement make up for much stress and risk. As the old naval saying goes, ‘If you can’t take a joke, you shouldn’t have joined.’ In this yam, he shows that he found plenty to laugh about. Diver is largely an autobiography, but the inclusion of many letters and comments from colleagues makes it a far more wide-ranging, illuminating and sympathetic account of the life of a diver.


Tony’s and my paths crossed in 1982. On 1 April, I had returned from an amphibious recce in Denmark and northern Germany oblivious to what was happening in the South Atlantic. On the following morning, along with many others, my life was dramatically changed. The Argentines had invaded South Georgia and the Falkland Islands. The signal went on to say that I was to command the Amphibious Task Group and prepare to land 3 Commando Brigade Royal Marines. A further signal followed, telling me what assets I would have to carry out this task.


Some of the ships listed were already well known to me but, immediately, I noticed there were no minesweepers or minehunters included. I telephoned the Fleet Mine-Countermeasures Officer on Admiral Fieldhouse’s, my Commander-in-Chief’s, staff, and asked for this to be rectified. He replied that there was no intention of sending me such ships. They would not be needed and they would be too slow. Anyhow, minesweeping would give away the chosen landing site and be unhelpful. I tried, as calmly as my rising anger allowed, to find out what he expected me to do, committed as I would be to approaching the landing site 8,000 miles away, only to find it was mined. He was adamant. The C-in-C had not suggested sending any. I wondered if the C-in-C had actually been consulted. I doubted it.


In some desperation, I asked what Mine Clearance Divers did. I had heard of them but could not recall meeting one. Their reputation as undisciplined and probably mad went before them, but in war such men can be useful. I had spent fifteen years in the Fleet Air Arm, and many of my colleagues had a similar reputation, but I would go to any war with them at my back. Men who thrive on risk and excitement are invaluable. They are rarely foolish.


About an hour later, there was a knock on my door. Lieutenant Commander Brian Dutton, the commanding officer of Fleet Clearance Diving Team 1 (FCDT1) with his Fleet Chief Petty Officer (Diver) Mick Fellows came in. They had received a phone call and wondered if they might help. At first they seemed to think there was not a lot they could do to replace mine clearance ships. As they left, Mr Fellows put his head back around the door and said, ‘Leave it to me, sir.’ I did. It was the best thing that I had done so far. FCDT1 joined us at Ascension about two weeks later. FCDT3, under the command of Lieutenant ‘Bemie’ Bruen, followed them.


These two teams rose to the challenge magnificently. If they had not removed safely some eleven unexploded bombs from the Royal Fleet Auxiliary’s Landing Ships Logistic (LSLs) and from Royal Naval escorts, the campaign would have taken a very different turn. It was proving quite risky enough but, as a result of their work, not one item of 3 Commando Brigade’s ammunition, fuel, food and equipment was lost to enemy action before it was landed in San Carlos Water. Furthermore, the list of the Royal Navy escorts damaged beyond repair or lost would have been far greater. All this was often, as you will read, without prior training and under very frightening conditions.


When they had a rare spare moment, the two teams also helped with the wounded and the prisoners of war. The debt owed to these men was recognised in the number of awards given to them. Man for man their number of awards exceeded any other unit’s ‘down south’. Quite extraordinarily, this has had scant recognition since the conflict was over. The Stanley War Memorial did not list them, and the first edition of the Official History made no mention of them. Thankfully, both omissions have been rectified in the past year.


Tony Groom’s story will be recognised by the other divers in those alarming days in San Carlos Water. This tale fills a massive gap and is long overdue. I salute them all. But his story does not stop there. Tony has also given us a remarkable insight into the lives and courage of many civilian divers, based on his experience since he retired from the Royal Navy.
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