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NOTE ON SOURCES AND
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

‘Old soldiers never die, they only fade away’. They do, however, get older and part of the fading process is the inevitable dimming of the memory. Brigadier D.R. Chaundler OBE, who took over command of 2 Para from Major Keeble within a few days of the battle for Goose Green, has earned the gratitude of historians interested in 2 Para’s part in the Falklands campaign. While the battalion was still at Stanley he instructed the then Captain David Benest, the Regimental Signals Officer, to write up a detailed account of 2 Para’s activities during the entire conflict. Benest spent many months interviewing his comrades and recording their experiences, from the voyage south to the voyage home. He did this before the fading process had started, and was able to clarify issues by questioning participants. The result was that Benest put together a remarkable document, possibly the only one of its kind.

Benest was told to give his manuscript to Major-General John Frost CB, DSO, MC, who used it as the basis for his book, 2 Para Falklands – The Battalion at War, which was published in 1983. As far as Goose Green is concerned Frost was unable, I believe, to do full justice to the battle for several reasons. Firstly, he had to prune Benest’s account drastically as his book was to cover the whole campaign from start to finish. He was compelled, therefore, to condense and omit in order to write a book of manageable length. Then, because of the closeness of events, he felt obliged to avoid describing or discussing the more sensitive issues that Benest had included. He also, for the most part, refrained from commenting on events or the controversies of the battle. Lastly, he was somewhat hampered by his inability, as the battalion was overseas in Belize when he was writing his book, to interview or question many participants.

I wish to acknowledge my debt to Major D.G. Benest MBE for allowing me to use his original manuscript as my primary source document. I have referred to this in the Notes as the Benest Manuscript. With this as the framework I have been able to meet or correspond with some 45 persons who fought at Goose Green. That I was able to contact these individuals was due to the unstinting assistance given by the then Regimental Colonel of The Parachute Regiment, Colonel J.A. McGregor MC, and his staff. I offer them my sincere thanks.

This facility has enabled me, through the asking of questions, to amplify details, seek opinions, and correct misunderstandings on my part. Assistance of this sort has been freely given by the former commander of 3 Commando Brigade, members of 2 Para’s main headquarters, Colonel ‘H”s tactical headquarters, all the company commanders, six platoon commanders, several section commanders and various senior and junior NCOs and soldiers from every sub-unit within the battalion at the time. These have included members and former members of the Royal Artillery, Royal Engineers and Royal Marines who fought alongside the Paras. They all know who they are, and will probably recognize their contributions. To them all I offer my gratitude for their willing, often enthusiastic, help. I have been most impressed by the frankness and courtesy with which they have responded to my queries, questionnaires, telephone calls and correspondence.

I have been particularly struck by the quality and quantity of the written responses from people as far afield as Canada and Germany. These individuals, who I was not always able to meet, have devoted considerable time to setting down fascinating accounts of their experiences. I have made the maximum possible use of their stories. As a writer, I appreciate the effort that must have gone in to putting pen to so much paper.

I would like to record how helpful it has been to have comments on various extracts of my first draft. These have been essential in preventing errors of fact and in the interpretation of events. Brigadier C.D. Farrar-Hockley MC, Lieutenant-Colonel J.H. Crosland MC, Lieutenant-Colonel P. Neame and Major R. Ash RA have all assisted in this way, while Major D.G. Benest MBE and Major R.D. Jenner have read and advised on the complete manuscript. My sincere thanks. Finally, although I drew the maps myself, credit for the two sketches must go to my former art master Mr W.R. Dalzell.


INTRODUCTION

The task of the Infantry is to close with the enemy and destroy him. To this end the Infantry battalion is equipped with the necessary weapons to give it the capability of sustained fighting as a self-contained unit. To carry out its task in battle the Infantry will normally be supported by tanks, artillery and engineers. Support may also come from naval and air force units.

A Ministry of Defence training manual.

The 2nd Battalion The Parachute Regiment’s struggle for the tiny settlements of Darwin and Goose Green on 28 May, 1982, was intended to be as described in the above tactics manual. The event bore little resemblance to the theory. 2 Para fought continuously for over 14 hours to close with their enemy, making it the longest battle of the land campaign. The commanding officer’s request for armoured (light tank) support had been turned down, artillery support was minimal and largely ineffective, the small detachment of engineers fought as infantry, only a fraction of the battalion’s own heavy weapons were used until the latter stages of the battle, the solitary 4.5 inch gun of the frigate HMS Arrow broke down at a crucial time, while the Sea Harriers were unable to fly ground attack missions due to atrocious weather at sea until the fighting had virtually finished. All this left 2 Para on its own. It destroyed its enemy with the weapons that the paratroopers of the rifle platoons held in their own hands – SLR rifles, GPMGs, white phosphorous grenades, 66mm light anti-tank rockets, plus two out of their eight 81mm mortars and, towards the end, a few Milan missiles. The pressure, or as the Paras would say the momentum, was maintained until the Argentines had been driven back some six kilometres into Goose Green village itself. A surrender was then arranged.

2 Para achieved a number of firsts in the Falklands. It was first ashore on 21 May; it was first into action at Goose Green; indeed it was the first British unit to launch a full scale battalion night attack in 30 years.1 It won the first land victory of the campaign, and two and a half weeks later it put the first troops into Stanley, some five hours before the official ceasefire. Perhaps appropriately these were men from A Company, 2nd Lieutenant Mark Coe’s 2 Platoon, who had borne the brunt of the bitter, close quarter fight for the ridge west of Darwin that had almost stalled 2 Para’s attack, and on whose slope the commanding officer had died. It was also the only battalion to fight twice during the war, and the only one to fight by day. For this one VC, two DSOs, three MCs, three DCMs, nine MMs and nineteen MIDs were awarded. A magnificent record.

There is a strange paradox about Goose Green. It was of paramount importance for both sides to win, but in itself it was a strategically unnecessary battle. It was the first land battle of the conflict, and as such its outcome was of profound importance, both politically and militarily, for Britain and Argentina. Success or failure would bring important international repercussions, probably affecting the outcome of the campaign, and would certainly affect the morale and determination of both armies. The result would set the tone for the remainder of the war. Nothing succeeds like success, or depresses like failure.

For Britain a win at Goose Green was even more essential than for the Argentines. Consider for a moment the consequences of a 2 Para defeat coming on top of a week in which the Royal Navy had been hammered by the Argentine Air Force, losing four ships and having five badly damaged.2 Apart from the inevitable slump in the Task Force’s morale and the dismay at home, it would seem to the world that Britain’s launching of Operation Corporate was a ghastly and expensive mistake.

In the Falklands such a setback would lose for the British that most precious of commodities in war – time. There would be delay. Gone would be the prospect of pushing forward immediately from the beachhead to Mount Kent. Instead of going on to the offensive against the main Argentine positions protecting Stanley, 3 Commando Brigade would have had to pull back 3 Para and 45 Commando, which had already started their ‘yomp’ (march) towards Stanley, and contract into a defensive shell around Ajax Bay to await the arrival of 5 Brigade. With the Argentines emboldened by their early success the likelihood of an uninterrupted march on Stanley would be remote. More importantly, delay could well have put paid to future prospects of any advance as winter approached. Snow fell after the battle for Goose Green. The capture of Stanley by mid-June brought the conflict to a close just in time. A week or so longer and General Winter could have combined with General Menendez to make coping with conditions in the open impossible.

At best a serious British repulse at Goose Green would have meant a stalemate, with the ground forces pinned into their foothold around Ajax Bay in dreadful conditions, with the bulk of the Argentines 80 kilometres away in Stanley. Not only would it have been militarily untenable, but politically unacceptable as well, with Britain hauled back to negotiate from a position of weakness. Such a scenario is hardly exaggerated. A great deal depended on the outcome of Goose Green.

Having said that, it was almost certainly unnecessary, from the military point of view, for the British to fight at Goose Green, although, once committed, they had to win for the reasons given above. 2 Para’s attack was instigated, demanded, by the politicians at home against the military advice of the commander on the spot, Brigadier Julian Thompson RM. His forces had been ashore for nearly a week, British ships were being crippled, and to the watching world it seemed that 3 Commando Brigade was sitting on its hands. As will become clear, this was far from true, and Thompson had his eye firmly fixed on the main objective — Stanley. But London wanted action, a quick victory to show the public that all was well, and that the sacrifices of the Royal Navy were not in vain.

To Brigadier Thompson, when he received his order direct from Northwood (the location of the British High command outside London) by satellite radio on the 26th to do so, launching a battalion at Goose Green seemed a needless complication, a distraction from his primary aim. As early as the 23rd Northwood had signalled that his objective was now to invest Stanley. This was fine; but two days later he lost three Chinook and six Wessex helicopters when the Atlantic Conveyor was sunk. Without them, to move on Stanley immediately meant marching. At that moment he was also instructed to attack Goose Green. It was a classic example of the military high command at home, under intense political pressure for some action to placate the public, dictating to the field commander how to run his war. Thompson was never enthusiastic about Goose Green; he obeyed his orders, but regarded it as unjustified interference which compelled him to deflect his scarce resources to what was, from his perspective, a redundant operation.

Thompson had little doubt that the capture of Goose Green, or the destruction of its garrison, was not essential for the prosecution of the war. The Argentines could have been left to wither on the vine with a small masking force watching their activities. The tiny grass airstrip was too exposed and useless as an airbase from which to attack the British landings, while the garrison was too small in terms of manpower and firepower to constitute a serious offensive threat.

Nevertheless the battle itself merits close examination, although it is not studied at the Army’s Staff College at Camberley in the same depth as is 2 Para’s second triumph 17 days later at Wireless Ridge. This is because Goose Green was not a text book, all arms battle – too many things went wrong. It was a close-run thing. Viewed in retrospect, 2 Para had been asked to take on a task that the directing staff of most military colleges would have baulked at setting as a problem for their students. Every year key participants in the Wireless Ridge battle, including the former commanding officer and artillery battery commander, go to Camberley to lecture the students on the infantry battalion, all arms battle-group in the attack. Wireless Ridge was taken by 2 Para advancing behind, and in conjunction with, massive artillery fire support, naval gunfire, a bombardment by the mortar platoons of both 2 and 3 Para, and four light tanks. It all worked splendidly. Lessons had been re-learned at Goose Green, casualties to the attackers were extremely light (3 killed, one by ‘friendly fire’), and within hours 2 Para had troops in Stanley.

Nevertheless, to my mind Goose Green is as equally deserving of attention as Wireless Ridge, if only because the latter battle is untypical of war. At Wireless Ridge most things went according to plan, there was no desperate crisis, no shortage of support, and no requirement for the attackers to face modern firepower in the open in broad daylight. Camberley has adopted Wireless Ridge as an example of what should happen. Goose Green was not like that. It was, I believe, more an example of what frequently happens, and as such deserves close examination. I first realized, that of all the six battalion attacks in the Falklands, Goose Green stood out as being of exceptional interest during the research for my book, The Last Eleven?, which tells the story of the eleven post-World War 2 winners of the Victoria Cross. It is not often these days that a lieutenant-colonel wins the VC, let alone gains it in a solo charge on an enemy position.3 This is what happened at Goose Green. Lieutenant-Colonel ‘H’ Jones was shot within touching distance of an Argentine trench, with the nearest paratrooper, his bodyguard, lying some 25 metres from where he fell.4 It is one of the controversies of Goose Green. Why was the commanding officer the leading man of the entire battalion? Was he taking on the role of a section commander, and, if so, was his action warranted or misplaced? What effect did his leadership and example have on the outcome of the battle?

There is much more to interest the curious. Other questions arise. Was it meant to be a raid or the full scale battalion attack that actually took place? The word ‘raid’ has been used frequently to describe 2 Para’s operation, yet in reality it was nothing of the sort. Why was there so much apparent indecision about mounting the attack? First it was to be undertaken on 25 May, but was cancelled with the leading company well on its way to the start line. Within 36 hours it was on again. The old Army saying, ‘order, counter-order, disorder’, springs to mind. Then why, with an operation that Northwood insisted on, was 2 Para sent alone with only one 4.5 inch naval gun and three 105mm light guns to support it?5

Queries also arise with the Argentines. What was the significance of Goose Green from their point of view? Was its defence fundamental to their strategy for defending East Falkland, and could it, or should it, have been heavily reinforced and used as a base from which to counter-attack the British landings before the arrival of 5 Brigade?

With hindsight it is sometimes possible when studying a battle to pin-point a particular moment and say: ’That was the turning point. There, for a few minutes, the issue was in doubt; either side could have snatched victory’. Although this moment may not be obvious to the leaders or their troops, the historian can usually see when the outcome hung in the balance, only requiring some small initiative to tip it one way or the other.

In these circumstances, when both sides have fought long and hard, it is the unit that has the greater will to win that triumphs. Such was the case at Goose Green. Looking back there can be little doubt that such a critical moment occured at around 9.30 am on 28 May, when both of 2 Para’s leading companies had been halted by intense fire, and the commanding officer was mortally wounded. For perhaps fifteen minutes the Argentines had the opportunity of defeating their attackers. As the reader will discover, for a variety of reasons the chance went unnoticed or unheeded. Rather it was the action of one Para corporal destroying a bunker with a 66mm rocket that tipped the scales on Darwin Hill.

It has been said about the Battle of the Alma in the Crimean War that it was a ‘soldier’s battle’, fought in a fog with great confusion and eventual victory stemming from the dogged determination of the infantrymen to keep fighting. Although the only fog at Goose Green was out to sea, where the weather was foul, much of the fighting was in darkness or smoke with, at the end of the day, 2 Para’s triumph being due to the fitness, aggression and willpower of the Toms to keep at it.6 There was no brilliant tactical manoeuvre, no sudden surprise and, in the event, no real alternative to the long, frontal attack down a narrow isthmus over open terrain.

Such an assault inevitably leads to gutter fighting, and to a series of crises that can only be overcome, in the absence of overwhelming fire support, by forceful leadership at low level. One of the most striking things I found about this battle was the number of occasions that quite senior officers, artillery FOOs, and indeed the commanding officer himself, had to involve themselves in actually firing weapons, throwing grenades, and generally participating personally in ‘hands on’ combat in order to maintain momentum.

The circumstances at Goose Green made it a difficult battle for 2 Para to win, particularly with the arrival of daylight. By night the average Argentine conscript fought poorly, often cowering at the bottom of his trench under a blanket praying the war would go away. But, come daylight, when he could see a considerable distance, it was a different story. Then he fought comparatively well, while his mortars and artillery kept firing to the very last.

In writing this book I have attempted to dispel several of the myths that have become, through media repetition, accepted as facts. I have not ignored controversies, or refrained from discussing possible errors of judgement, but I have attempted to present both sides of any argument, leaving it to the reader to decide whether things might better have been done differently. To appreciate exactly why a certain action was taken it is essential to try to see the situation through the eyes of the participants. One needs to know what events led to the situation developing, and what pressures were influencing those making decisions. In war it is seldom difficult to know what you want to do, or indeed how you would like to do it; the problem invariably lies with the means. This was certainly the case at Goose Green for both the commander of 2 Para and his opposite number, Lieutenant-Colonel Piaggi. The principles of war, of strategy and of tactics are similar, simple enough to understand; it is their application in practice that is the problem.

In most military operations Murphy’s Law takes over long before a shot is fired. Things go wrong from the outset; confusion, sometimes chaos, are normal. Even before the enemy takes a hand a subordinate may make an error, a vital piece of equipment is lost or breaks down, expected support is not available, information is lacking and conflicting, there is insufficient time for reconnaissance or planning, the weather is bad, units are fatigued, or last-minute changes must be made. A host of unexpected and unremitting problems make up the friction of war. Fortunately both sides have their share — as at Goose Green. I have endeavoured to illustrate these stresses and difficulties through the experiences of both British and Argentine participants.

In order to give as balanced a view as possible I have included a lot of detail of the Argentine actions. With both sides I have tried to tell the story by using the experiences of individuals with differing ranks and tasks. Wherever possible I have made use of quotations of participants to illustrate how a task was done, why it was done, and the problems encountered. Throughout I have made extensive use of maps or sketches in which I am a firm believer as a means of explaining military operations. While striving for accuracy I would ask the reader to regard the maps as showing approximate positions or movements. I have also made use of notes, not only to indicate references, although they have been used for this purpose, but also to elaborate on points of interest or add details. The comments and opinions not directly attributed are mine, and as such represent no official viewpoint.

During the Falkland campaign the British forces operated on Zulu time (GMT) which was four hours ahead of local time. This made dawn at 10.30 am and dusk at around 8.30 pm which I find confusing, so throughout the book all timings are local.

It is now ten years since Operation Corporate. This is long enough for the dust of battle to settle, long enough for personal animosities and prejudices to mellow, but not long enough for memories to fade completely. In interviewing or corresponding with over 40 participants, many of whom have long since left the Army, most were able to relive and describe events in which they took part with surprising clarity.

Soldiers serving in 2 Para are encouraged to remember Goose Green with an annual drum-head service, and sometimes in a more light-hearted fashion, such as when the Sergeants’ Mess organizes a Goose Green Night. On one such occasion lamb stew was dispensed into mess-tins from a tent marked ‘Fitzroy’, and all the sergeants wore their Para combat smocks. To the majority of the Parachute Regiment Goose Green seems to represent both the best and the worst of the Falklands conflict. Best in the sense that they are intensely proud of what 2 Para achieved against the odds, and how it was at this unknown hamlet that they had been tested as professional soldiers and not been found wanting. Worst in that it was at Goose Green that they suffered severely in terms of comrades killed or injured, and that if it had to be done again it would undoubtedly be done better, with fewer losses.

The tenth anniversary of the battle, and the fiftieth of the formation of the Parachute Regiment, in 1992 is surely an appropriate moment in time to take a closer look at the battle for Goose Green.


PROLOGUE

‘Sunray is down.’

Sergeant Blackburn, Lieutenant-Colonel Jones’s radio operator, at about 9.30 am on 28 May, 1982, near Darwin Hill.

‘He was completely unconscious and the helicopter didn’t arrive. For a few minutes afterwards I stayed there, trying to keep him warm with extra windproofs and his own quilted jacket. He died. I felt slightly numb because COs are not supposed to die.’

Sergeant Norman, Colonel Jones’s bodyguard, Michael Bilton & Peter Kosminsky, Speaking Out.

He was not a difficult target to hit, the British paratrooper who had come running into view round the end of a spur that made up part of the ridge north-west of Darwin (see Sketch 1). He seemed to be on his own, carrying a sub-machine gun, helmeted, wearing only a belt with pouches over his uniform. These details were easily visible to the Argentine machine gunner in the trench, as he was only about 40 metres away. The soldier briefly disappeared from view as he continued to run up the small re-entrant, or gully, below and to the right of the gunner. At first it had looked as though he was making for the machine-gunner’s own trench, but suddenly there was a shout, the paratrooper swung left and started up the bare slope opposite. He was heading towards another Argentine trench, the occupants of which did not seem to notice him.

Sketch 1
COLONEL H’S SOLO CHARGE
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For a brief moment he seemed to stumble, crouch down and fumble with his weapon (he was changing magazines) before surging up the slope on his own.

As the Argentine swung his gun to the right he noticed that another man, who had followed the first soldier, was lying on the opposite slope firing frantically at the trench that was being attacked. These were the first British to get into this re-entrant since the battle had started in earnest at dawn, when some seven or eight paratroopers had also come under fire from his machine gun, and from other positions strung out to his left. At that time the heavy fire had driven them out quickly, but at least one was seen to fall, presumably dead, as his body was still lying on the slope of the spur1. The Argentine, who was probably a member of Lieutenant Estevez’s platoon from C Company of the 25th Regiment, had only been in the line since just before first light. Prior to this the platoon had been held back in reserve just south of Darwin, but the rapid night advance of the British had led the Argentine commanding officer, Lieutenant-Colonel Piaggi, to send forward Estevez’s men, supposedly to counter-attack. This had proved impossible so they had occupied some of the trenches in what was the main Argentine defensive line protecting the airfield and settlement.

In the four hours or so since then a fierce fire-flght had taken place, with the British attempting to advance across the open, rolling grassland to his front (north), and up the (to him) invisible, gorse-fllled gully the other side of the spur on his right. There had been much artillery and mortar fire, with the British using a lot of the dreadful white phosphorous mortar bombs which caused horrific burn wounds. Still, until this moment none of the attackers had come close to his part of the position since those first few minutes. Now it seemed that an attempt was being made to outflank the spur. When the machine gunner took aim at the back of the scrambling soldier he was getting close to his comrades’ trench. It was a long burst. The rounds at first flicked up the dirt below the target; then, with a slight elevation of the barrel, they struck home, hitting the soldier in the small of his back, flinging him forward, almost to within touching distance of the trench. The figure lay still on the grass. The next ten minutes or so passed quickly for the machine-gunner; there was a lot of firing from the direction of the spur, and to his front, when suddenly a searingly vivid white flash and a vast explosion produced oblivion.

What this Argentine soldier never knew was that he had mortally wounded the commanding officer of 2 Para, or that he had been killed outright by a 66mm rocket, or that his death was the signal for the start of the surrender of seventy-four of his comrades on the ridge north-west of Darwin. This line had consisted of twenty-three trenches in which ninety-two men had been dug in, eighteen of whom had died. The vital ground overlooking the airfield and Goose Green had at last fallen.

It had been nearly 9.30 am when Colonel ‘H’ (he disliked his name of Herbert and was always known and referred to throughout the Regiment as ‘H’) made the decision that cost him his life. By that time he had been crawling around a gorse-filled gully with A Company of 2 Para for over an hour. This gully separated Darwin Hill proper from the slightly lower ridge that ran north-west for 1000 metres until it almost touched the shore overlooking Brenton Loch. The central part of the ridge had turned out to be the main Argentine position, in front of which 2 Para’s advance had been halted for over three hours. Only a few minutes before, the by now utterly frustrated colonel had seen an attempt to storm the crest of the spur beaten back by intense machine-gun and automatic rifle fire. Three paratroopers had died, including the second-in-command of A Company, Captain Dent, and the adjutant, Captain Wood. Although Colonel ‘H’ probably saw these men fall, he could not have known for certain who they were. The officers were dressed identically to the soldiers, with badges of rank only visible from the front at close range. That he could not have known that Wood had been killed was a kindness — of sorts.

The relationship between Colonel ‘H’ and his adjutant was a close one. Although the gap of years and rank between them was substantial, there was a bond of friendship between these two like-minded professional soldiers. This had developed during their working relationship in the year that Colonel ‘H’ had commanded 2 Para. An adjutant is the commanding officer’s staff officer, and as such has more direct dealings, more personal contact, with him than any other person in a battalion. In war it is normal for the adjutant to remain at the main battalion headquarters, while the commanding officer goes forward to command. This did not happen at Goose Green. Captain Wood went with his commanding officer, and was with him in the gorse gully that morning. In fact, the adjutant was following normal practice in 2 Para at the time. During training in Kenya in December, 1981, Colonel ‘H’ had invariably been accompanied by Wood whenever he left his main headquarters. At Goose Green it would have been strange had he not gone forward. He needed no encouragement; it had been established as his duty to be with his boss at all times. The commanding officer took him with him as a close companion on whom he could depend for personal help and support in what Colonel ‘H’ knew was to be the highlight of his career2.

Map 1
THE FALKLAND ISLANDS
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Colonel ‘H”s action caught those nearby unawares, so he had gained a lead of 25 metres before anybody else reacted. The first to do so was Sergeant Norman, his bodyguard, who ran after him round the base of the spur. He was followed by Lance-Corporal Beresford, the commanding officer’s former driver and the second member of his protection party, Sergeant Blackburn, the battery commander, and one or two of his radio operators. The Colonel was fit, and sprinted ahead into the small re-entrant where he was first spotted by the Argentine machine-gunner. It appeared that this trench was his initial objective. Suddenly, Norman, who was pounding along behind, heard a yell, ‘Watch out, there’s a trench to the left’. On hearing this, ‘Instinct took over and instead of running I dived and hit the ground just as they opened fire’. Colonel ‘H’, who also heard the shout, saw the trench and turned up the left side of the re-entrant towards it, briefly pausing to remove the magazine from his Sterling, check it and put it back on.

Norman fired off a complete SLR magazine into the trench his commanding officer was attacking, all the time under intense fire from his right. Norman then ‘changed magazines, which was difficult because I was lying down and the magazines had jammed in the pouch, so I was flapping quite a bit but I did it’. He saw Colonel ‘H’ check his magazine and continue up the slope and then realized he was exposed to the trench on the right of the re-entrant. Norman shouted, ‘Watch your fucking back’, but his warning was unheard or unheeded for his Colonel continued until the burst of fire struck him in the back and buttocks3. Norman saw one of the soldiers in the trench he was assaulting trying to lean over the parapet to finish him off, but he failed as Norman continued to fire rapidly and accurately. He later described his thoughts during the next few minutes: ‘Then I had a choice of staying there and firing, or I had a grenade. I thought: if I throw the grenade I’ll neutralize the CO at the same time. I continued firing for what seemed like a lifetime.’ Colonel ‘H’ died some 30 minutes later, without regaining consciousness, while awaiting a helicopter to fly him out, although those who were with him during that time were certain he was mortally wounded.

Colonel ‘H”s gallantry was to make him the 41st lieutenant-colonel to be awarded the Victoria Cross out of the 1350 awarded since its institution by Queen Victoria after the Crimean War. The most recent was thirty years earlier, when the commanding officer of the Glosters had received it for his actions at the defensive battle on the Imjin River in Korea. It was in recognition of the way that Colonel ‘H’ always led his battalion — from the front. It reflected the success of his leadership as well as his personal courage. It had been Colonel ‘H”s drive and determination that had made 2 Para the well trained, aggressive battalion that it was. It was his plan, his example, and finally his sacrifice, that gave 2 Para their will to win. Regrettably, he died without knowing that his battalion won the day.

The importance of a commanding officer cannot be over-emphasized. It is his character, his personality, that is reflected in his command, for good or ill. In any army it is these officers who have the greatest influence on morale and the standard of training. At no other level within the military does one man have such direct and personal influence on the spirit of a unit. In war he bears a dreadful responsibility. It is then that all he has achieved is revealed on an unforgiving battlefield. An American, Colonel David Hackworth, put it well when he stated of the infantry, ‘I cannot think of a profession that is more demanding, deadly, and where the responsibility is more awesome’.

The strain of commanding in action is increased by the closeness of a commanding officer to his men. It is the most senior level within an army at which all subordinates, even down to individual soldiers, are known personally. Jones was known throughout the battalion not as the commanding officer, or Colonel Jones, but as ‘H’. In the year he had commanded them prior to Goose Green he had imprinted his personality and enthusiasm on all ranks of 2 Para.

Unlike more senior commanders, this close familiarity with his men makes many battlefield decisions infinitely more painful and stressful. When a commanding officer sends his men into a dangerous situation the weight of responsibility is keenly felt. The only way of lessening it is to share the risks himself, to be well forward to encourage, to influence, to show by example and, if necessary, to drive. At this type of leadership Colonel ‘H’ excelled. I believe it is highly likely that at that moment in the gorse gully, when all else he had tried seemed to have failed, when men he knew so well were dying carrying out his direct orders, that he instinctively reacted to put himself to the fore. For Colonel ‘H’ the objective was everything; the success of his battalion was a very special matter; the battle for Goose Green was the supreme test, the culmination of all his life in the army and the moment for which he had prepared himself for so many years. His cry of ‘Follow me’ and the desperate dash up the re-entrant was typical Colonel ‘H’ style leadership. Lance-Corporal Beresford summed it up afterwards: ‘He always led from the front and never had anybody do anything which he couldn’t do himself.... He was very close to everybody and they all respected his judgement, and I think everybody was quite happy to follow him to the end.’

His style of leadership has been described by several who served under him as ‘Wellingtonian’. By this it is meant that he gained respect rather than affection from those under him. He could be extremely hard and unforgiving with his officers, and only seemed to trust one or two whose experience was greater than his. His anger could be frightening, and his bawling out in public of sometimes quite senior officers could be a humiliating experience. Major Keeble, who took command on his death, later said of Colonel ‘H’: ‘He was the originator and the source of everything that happened to 2 Para. The way the unit was constructed, the training, the emphasis, and speed, and the offence, all stemmed from him.’ Colonel ‘H’ wanted nothing more than to take 2 Para to the Falkland Islands. As his wife Sara was to say, ‘Had he failed he would have been impossible to live with’. The outbreak of hostilities found Colonel ‘H’ and his wife on a ski-ing holiday in Europe and 2 Para kitted up ready for a tour of duty in Belize. An advance party was already there doing jungle training. Colonel ‘H’ instantly abandoned his holiday and drove non-stop back to Britain, only pausing briefly on the motorway to telephone the Ministry of Defence to say he was on his way and that 2 Para must go. 3 Para had already been earmarked to join 2 Commando Brigade (Royal Marines), and to the commanding officers of 1 and 2 Para the prospect of being left behind was unthinkable. While Colonel ‘H’ raced home by car to plead his case, his counterpart in 1 Para, who were doing a four-month tour in Northern Ireland, flew to London for the same purpose. Ordinary soldiers wrote to Mrs Thatcher begging to be sent. In the end Colonel ‘H’ got his way, although it was, in practice, far simpler to cancel the forthcoming Belize move than replace 1 Para on operations in Northern Ireland. Ten years on it is still a sensitive subject with 1 Para that they never made it.

Colonel ‘H’ was 42 when he died at Goose Green. After education at Eton and Sandhurst, he was commissioned into the Devon and Dorset Regiment in 1960. He served in Australia, and what was then British Guiana; was adjutant of his battalion; served on the staff; obtained a secondment to the Parachute Regiment where he commanded the Mortar Platoon of 3 Para. He attended the Staff College at Camberley, and in 1975 he was the Brigade Major of the 3rd Infantry Brigade in Northern Ireland, for which he was later awarded the MBE. This was followed by a spell as an instructor on the Company Commanders’ Division at the School of Infantry at Warminster. Then another staff post as a lieutenant-colonel in the UK. In this capacity he played an important part in planning operations for the peace-keeping force in Zimbabwe. His efforts were rewarded with an OBE. In April, 1981, he took command of 2 Para.

Colonel ‘H’ was an enthusiast. His year in command moulded 2 Para into a formidable fighting unit with a zest for soldiering that mirrored his own. He was a fervent advocate of fitness and shooting, probably the two most crucial and basic requirements of successful infantry soldiering. He encouraged all sport, and made the sniper section into an effective weapon system. The Padre, David Cooper, who is a Bisley shot and supervised the snipers’ training as well as attending to the battalion’s spiritual needs, thought extremely highly of the new commanding officer. He respected his ability both to give and inspire loyalty. He demanded exceptionally high standards, an individual’s absolute commitment to soldiering, and to 2 Para in particular.

Padre Cooper, who got to know Colonel ‘H’ well, and in whom he frequently confided on their way to war, speaks of his dedication, of his quick brain, and above all his tremendous zeal. He tells of his commander’s ability to establish a bond between himself and his soldiers by his example, and his way of conversing with them in a blunt and forthright manner which they readily understood. If some did not like him it was because they could not live up to his standards, but every man in the battalion grew to respect his professionalism.

Colonel ‘H’ was a black or white person who did not recognize compromise. He was certainly an impatient man, quick to anger when he felt he was being thwarted or frustrated, a characteristic that comes across clearly in the battle for Goose Green. Sara illustrates his impatience by recounting how, when playing a board game at home (invariably a wargame), he would move everybody else’s counters to speed things up. He had a tendency to want to jump in and do things for himself if he felt something could be done better. On exercises he was always to be found at the front, often with the leading section, wanting to know what was happening, wanting to see for himself, and always pushing to keep things moving. On several such occasions the exercise umpires had ruled him ‘dead’. There is no doubt that the way he died at Goose Green was typical of the man.


I

2 PARA

we are a body of people welded together by our traditions, by our regiment, by a feeling of togetherness. We’re a family of people and you have to remember that. We all know each other, we know each others families. This is a body of people who would die for each other.... We have to win, the mission is paramount. It is more important than anything else.’

Lieutenant-Colonel Chris Keeble DSO, 2 Para’s second-in-command at the start of the battle, in an interview with Michael Bilton and Peter Kominsky for their book Speaking Out.

Most civilians do not realize that the great majority of young, single, soldiers welcome a posting to Northern Ireland. Over some 23 years to date it has provided every infantry battalion in the British Army with a training area where the targets sometimes strike back. Certainly, as professional soldiers they complain of the restrictions under which they must operate, or the often squalid conditions under which they must live, but they acknowledge that it is probably the only place where they can test their competence and their ‘bottle’. The average infantryman in today’s small, all-regular Army, feels decidedly naked if he is not eligible to wear the General Service Medal with the Northern Ireland clasp. 2 Para know Northern Ireland well. At the time of writing it has completed nine emergency (short) tours, and one 20-month tour. On 27 August 1979, the day the IRA assassinated Lord Mountbatten, 2 Para was ambushed at Warrenpoint suffering sixteen dead – precisely the same number who would later die at Goose Green.

2 Para went to war in the Falklands at full strength, some 650 all ranks. After it had sailed on 26 April the Regimental Sergeant-Major discovered several stowaways on board. They were soldiers who, due to age or minor physical afflictions, should not have gone but who could not contemplate being left behind. It was an early indication of the tremendous spirit within the battalion. For their unit, their mates, to sail off without them was unthinkable. An all-regular infantry battalion in the British Army is, or should be if it is well led, a family. The only difference with the Parachute Regiment is that it is a larger family than most as it extends to three regular battalions and three Territorial ones. As with any happy family, separation is hated and avoided. When 2 Para (3 Para was the same) knew they were to join the Task Force the easiest part of the preparation was filling vacancies. Officers, NCOs and Toms who were on courses, on postings away from the battalion, or instructors at the depot or other military schools, clamoured to join. Lieutenant Jim Barry was about to leave on a sailing selection trial for the famous America’s Cup yacht race, but rejected it so as not to miss taking his platoon to war. No less than fourteen pairs of brothers were to fight at Goose Green.

Those who have never served in any of the Services find it difficult to understand how soldiers can sometimes relish the prospect of action, with the possibility of death or terrible wounds. To spend one’s life, year after year training, but never to test one’s stamina and skills against a real opponent can be most frustrating. A professional football team which has reached its peak performance needs a real match, preferably an international one, to prevent staleness, boredom and declining morale. So with soldiers. Not that they want a major conflict, with its attendant horrors and enormous loss of life, but the odd skirmish or small-scale battle every few years is a different matter. This hankering for action is illustrated in the average young soldier’s willingness to serve in Northern Ireland, or the bitter disappointment felt within the Parachute Regiment in not being selected to serve in the recent Gulf conflict. For over two decades Northern Ireland has provided almost every infantry battalion in the British Army with a training area par excellence.1 It does exactly the same for the modern army what the North-West Frontier did for the British Army in India up to the outbreak of World War 2 — sharpens up the infantryman’s basic skills in a dangerous environment.2

When 2 Para sailed on the MV Norland they were going to join an elite formation, 3 Commando Brigade, which consisted of 40, 42 and 45 Royal Marine Commandos, plus their sister battalion, 3 Para. All these units had earned a reputation for fitness, fighting ability, and toughness second to none. Every man had come through a gruelling selection process with a pass rate of only 40 per cent. Everybody in 2 Para had earned their maroon beret, not by leaping out of aircraft, although they had all done that, but by passing test week in P (Pegasus) Company, which is done before parachute training.

P Company comes as the culmination of weeks of the most intensive physical and mental training schedules in the modern Army. The training is specifically designed to develop fitness, nerve, aggression, team spirit and a mental attitude that refuses to accept failure, an attitude that puts achieving a mission above all else. For five days the testing goes on, relentlessly, without let-up, every event done against the clock. Apart from the steeple chase, log race, speed marches, endurance march, assault course and stretcher race, there is ‘milling’ and the confidence course. Milling means fighting, not boxing. For one minute two soldiers flail away at each other giving and receiving punishment under the critical eyes of their instructors. They are looking not for skill, but for aggression and guts. The confidence course consists of a huge piece of scaffolding, called the Trainasium, on which the soldier’s nerve is assessed.

The shuffle bars can be terrifying. They are two parallel, shoulder-width, scaffolding poles 45 feet above the ground along which the soldier has to walk, or rather shuffle, with arms outstretched. At intervals along the four-metre poles brackets have been attached so the man must lift his feet. Just before completing this he is ordered to stop and touch his toes. It is the standing jump, however, which causes more failures. It is designed to test instant obedience to orders, despite fear. From a platform 12 feet up the soldier must leap onto a similar one some six feet away. Once on the platform it looks impossible for a standing jump. But it seems far worse than it is as the second platform is about three feet lower, so the momentum of the jump carries the soldier across comparatively easily. On the command ‘Go’ from the instructor on the ground the man must hurl himself across. Three refusals and he is finished. The course is perhaps summed up in the phrase, ‘There’s no gain without pain’. Men who have been through this type of fitness and confidence training feel, and rightly so, that they are part of an elite. They belong to a brotherhood.

For the leaders there is much more. Section commanders, platoon sergeants and platoon commanders must all qualify on ‘battle’ courses run by the School of Infantry mainly on the Sennybridge training area in Wales, or on Salisbury Plain. It is on these exacting courses that the junior leaders within the rifle platoons gain the confidence that was to contribute so much to winning the battle at Goose Green.

2 Para, as it drew slowly out of Portsmouth harbour that spring day, was undoubtedly a highly professional battalion, but their average age was only 20, and with the exception of the officers commanding HQ Company, Major Mike Ryan, and B Company, Major John Crosland, none had real battle experience. Many had patrolled the streets of Belfast; some remembered the day, almost three years earlier, when their battalion was hit by the radio-controlled bomb attack at Warrenpoint; but the Falklands was likely to be a full-scale conflict against a well-equipped modern army. A different matter.

Map 2
2 PARA’S MOVE TO AND ACROSS E. FALKLAND
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No apology is made for the detailed introduction to 2 Para that follows. To understand what happened at Goose Green, and why, it is essential to know something of how an infantry battalion fights, and how 2 Para was organized, armed and prepared for battle. The basic tactics of the infantryman’s offensive battle are simple to understand; they consist of two elements – fire and movement. His aim is to close with the enemy, destroy him, in order to seize and hold ground. Fire without movement is usually indecisive, while exposed movement without fire support is disastrous.

The attacker has the problem of advancing while at the same time nullifying or avoiding defensive fire. This was certainly to be one of 2 Para’s dilemmas at Goose Green. An attack can be screened by darkness, fog or smoke, while every effort can be made to use covered approaches to get within striking distance of enemy positions. Achieving surprise is usually sufficient to win the day, but in war the ground or the situation sometimes precludes any of these methods. Then the enemy’s defences must be beaten down by the attackers’ fire while they advance. If an attack lacks surprise or superior fire-power, an increase in men will usually mean an increase in casualties. For the infantry there comes a time when other supporting fire must cease. For the last 100 metres their own fire must get them forward. Then a series of short dashes by small groups and individuals, covered by close-range fire from their mates, finally brings the attacker to grips with his enemy. Goose Green saw a lot of this type of fighting.

Appendix 1 shows in outline 2 Para’s organization and approximate strength at the start of the battle, together with its artillery and engineer support. Under Colonel ‘H’, with his headquarters, were three rifle companies (A, B, and D), a Patrols Company (C Company), Support Company, HQ Company, plus the attached gunners and engineers. In terms of the fire and movement tactics discussed above, A, B, and D Companies constituted the movement element, while Support Company and the artillery provided the fire support. C Company was primarily the battalion’s reconnaissance sub-unit, and HQ Company looked after logistics.

One of the least understood aspects of a military attack is the numbers game. To be told that 2 Para, who went ashore with a strength of 620 men, attacked Goose Green means, to the uninformed, that 620 soldiers assaulted the Argentine positions. Far from it. It is the task of the three rifle companies, which at Goose Green contained a total of some 270 men, say 300 with attachments, to close with the enemy.3 But not all three companies could, or should, have attacked simultaneously. An advance with two companies forward would mean probably four rifle platoons in the leading wave, so at most the cutting edge of the assault would consist of some 100-120 bayonets, perhaps a fifth of the battalion’s actual strength. Such is the real arithmetic of a battalion attack. The bulk of the remainder of the unit exists to get these leading troops on to the enemy position. They command, control, support, or administer the rifle companies.

Appendix 1 shows battalion headquarters as fifty-six strong, and if other attached sub-units such as the Defence Platoon, medics and provost staff are added, a seemingly cumbersome organization of well over 100 men results – enough to provide another rifle company. Although swollen slightly by the addition of a Royal Marine and brigade liaison officer, an interpreter, a forward air controller, a naval gunfire liaison officer and two media representatives, Colonel ‘H”s headquarters was not exceptionally large. It had two distinct functions — to command and to control. An important element of the Goose Green story is how 2 Para was commanded and controlled, so the method by which these functions were achieved needs to be clear.

Command was entirely the responsibility of the commanding officer, Colonel ‘H’. He made the decisions, issued the orders and supervised their implementation. That was his job. He had to make his decisions regardless of the fact that the situation might be vague, confused, or illogical. Each event that occurs, each piece of information received, causes the commander to ask himself questions requiring decisions. Shall I continue with my present plan? Are new orders necessary? Should I commit my reserve now? Possibly the most worrying problem is the timing of the decision. Not what to do, but when. Certainly Colonel ‘H’ was to be acutely concerned about timings at Goose Green. In order to command, to make decisions, the commander needs to know what is happening. It is interesting to compare the British method of achieving this with that tried out by the US in Vietnam. American commanders often resorted to commanding from the air, in a helicopter, a system that came to be known as ‘the great squad leader in the sky’ method. It was fine in that they had absolute control of the air, and it gave a splendid view of the battlefield, but its great weakness was that it divorced the commanding officer from his men. There was no personal contact; he did not share the same fatigue or danger, and above all he could not effectively impose his leadership on his command. He was only a voice on a radio, heard by a few, but seen by nobody.

The British system, of which Colonel ‘H’ was a dedicated exponent, was to move forward, on foot in this case, close behind the leading companies with what is called Tac 1. This is a comparatively small group (about thirteen at Goose Green) consisting of the essential officers or men that the commander needs to help him make or implement his decisions, and influence the battle quickly. In Tac 1 with Colonel ‘H’ would be his adjutant and friend Captain Wood, two ‘minders’ (Sergeant Norman and Lance-Corporal Beresford), his mortar officer to bring down mortar fire (Captain Worsley-Tonks), the artillery battery commander to control gun support, (Major Rice RA), plus some seven signallers, without whom no decisions could be communicated.

As there is always a possibility of a commanding officer and his Tac 1 becoming casualties the command function is duplicated. There is a Tac 2, an alternative command element within the battalion headquarters. With 2 Para this was under the second-in-command, Major Keeble. With him were a Royal Artillery party, a mortar platoon party, and more signallers. In all about ten men.

The rest of battalion headquarters is known as Battalion Main (Bn Main), over thirty people whose primary function is to facilitate control, not command. Here, under an experienced major, in this case Major Miller, are found the operations officer, watchkeeping officers, the intelligence section, liaison officers, the signals officer, clerks, and more signallers. One of its tasks is to man radio links, both forward to Tac 1 and the rifle companies, and back to brigade headquarters. During any battle Bn Main would be required to co-ordinate the progress of the operation, communications, external fire support, resupply, and deal with prisoners of war. The large numbers making up the headquarters are essential if duties are to be maintained indefinitely on a 24-hour basis. For example, it is normally considered necessary to have at least two, preferably three, radio operators available to keep one set continuously open.

Making up the numbers to well over 100 at Goose Green would be the Defence Platoon made up from MT drivers without vehicles, and an RAP split into two with two doctors and their assistants. The Defence Platoon under Colour Sergeant Caudwell was, theoretically, responsible for the close defence of battalion headquarters but, as will become clear, he had other more pressing tasks at Goose Green.

Colonel ‘H”s manoeuvre element was the three rifle companies. Each had a headquarters and three rifle platoons which provided the actual assault troops in any attack. This gave nine platoons, plus two more in C Company which could be made available as rifle platoons in some circumstances. A Company was under Major Dair Farrar-Hockley, whose father, General Sir Anthony Farrar-Hockley was then the Colonel Commandant of the Parachute Regiment. By a remarkable coincidence, General Farrar-Hockley had been the adjutant of the Glosters in Korea when his commanding officer got the Victoria Cross for his outstanding leadership at the Imjin River battle. Now, 30 years later, his son was to be the company commander most involved when Colonel ‘H’ won his.

B Company’s commander was Major John Crosland, whose special aura of authority and experience had been earned by service with the SAS in Oman. He was held in immense respect by his men, who were amused by his habit of wearing a black, woolly hat in the field instead of a helmet. Despite Colonel ‘H”s explicit orders that helmets must be worn Crosland was still recognizable at Goose Green by his hat. His fund of ribald comments, which he brought out to emphasize a point, did a lot to raise laughs and spirits. In a tight situation he was fond of saying, ‘I know I’ve got the right initials but even I can’t walk on water,’ or in the Falklands, ‘This thing isn’t over until I’ve got Menendez’s balls on the end of my barrel’.

The third rifle company, D Company, was commanded by Major Phil Neame, who, like Farrar-Hockley, came from a distinguished military family. His father, Lieutenant-General Sir Philip Neame, won the Victoria Cross as a Royal Engineer lieutenant at Neuve Chapelle in 1915. Before he died, at the age of 90 in 1978, General Neame had also received the KBE, CB, DSO, Croix de Guerre (France), Croix de Guerre (Belgium), was a Chevalier of the Legion d’Honneur, a Knight of the Order of the White Lion (Czechoslovakia) and the Order of St John. His son had come to the Paras by way of the RAF Regiment. He was an enthusiastic and successful mountaineer as well as soldier, having climbed Everest and pioneered several new rock routes in Britain.

Each of these companies split their headquarters into two groups, similar to battalion headquarters, and for the same reasons — to facilitate command and to provide an alternative to take over if necessary. Company Tac usually consisted of the officer commanding, his escort/runner, and two signallers, one manning the forward link to the platoons, the other on the battalion net. Also moving with this group would be the artillery Forward Observation Officer and his signaller, with the task of calling for and adjusting gunfire support. In total Company Tac would contain about six men. The rest of company headquarters would move a tactical bound behind under the company second-in-command, usually a captain. His task was control and coordination. With him would be two signallers, one listening to what was happening on the company net, the other doing the same on the battalion net, plus the company sergeant-major. His main responsibilities in action included ammunition resupply, casualty collection and handling of prisoners. A Mortar Fire Controller, a junior NCO with a signaller, accompanies the headquarters to direct mortar fire support, and a similar party of two gunners make up the alternative FOO party. Finally, two or three medics and a pair of snipers might be attached. At Goose Green this total of eleven was boosted to fifteen by a small group of Royal Engineers.

Like most headquarters the problem on the move was the small forest of radio antennae waving in the air which announced the importance of the group from a considerable distance. 2 Para had the new Clansman radio sets which had shorter, low-profile, antennae but, in the words of the signals officer, they ‘invariably impaired communications and were little used’. A signaller’s job is not always a popular one, as not only does the soldier or junior NCO have considerable responsibility to get things right on the radio under stress, but he is a tempting target, and invariably bowed down by the weight of his set.

Lieutenant Ernie Hocking commanded a typical rifle platoon, (4 Platoon, B Company) at Goose Green. As a young man with a BSc in maths and physics, he had been commissioned from Sandhurst in 1981 into the Parachute Regiment. He had married exactly a week before boarding the Norland. 4 Platoon was his first command so some apprehension at being sent to war so soon was understandable. As at battalion or company level, as the senior member of in the platoon, Hocking’s job was to command, so he carried a radio with which he could talk forward to each of his three section commanders who also had their own small sets. His number two in platoon headquarters was Sergeant O’Connell, again with a radio, so he could take over if Hocking was hit. There was also another signaller who humped the larger set and listened in to the company net. Also in the platoon headquarters were soldiers carrying the 2-inch mortar and 84mm Medium Anti-Armour Weapon. The small light mortar, with a range of 500 metres, gave the platoon the ability to put down an instant smoke screen or to illuminate the surrounding area at night with flares. As such it was a valuable weapon. Its drawback was the need for others to carry the bombs, and the lack of any HE ammunition. The 84mm, with its ammunition, was heavy and cumbersome, and Private Arpinio who was carrying it did not relish the prospect of long tabs. It was a good weapon in defense, but its suitability in the attack was something of a question mark.

Hocking’s three sections were numbered 1, 2 and 3, each under a corporal. Corporal Montgomery with No. 1 Section only had five men instead of seven, with one GPMG group and one man carrying an M79 grenade launcher. The other two sections, No. 2 under Corporal Kenyon, and No. 3 under Corporal Norton, each had two fire teams of four men, with a GPMG to each team. The corporal commanded the section and one of the fire teams, while the lance-corporal commanded the second. At Goose Green most rifle sections had two GPMGs, double the normal allocation. While preparing in the UK, Colonel ‘H’ had demanded, and received, these extra machine guns. He believed that the SLR, which did not fire automatic, would not give sufficient volume of fire in the attack. Events were to prove him right. On the battlefield the most valued weapons in the assault proved to be the GPMGs, the 66mm LAW and the WP grenades.

Like the other platoons 4 Platoon had some twelve 66s, and each man carried two WP grenades and two HE grenades. Although the 66 required the firer to expose himself by kneeling to get a good sight picture, it was light and produced the ‘biggest bang for the buck’. It was to prove the decisive weapon for A Company on Darwin Hill as a bunker buster. The WP grenade could be used to produce a small, but instantaneous, smoke screen to get out of trouble, or as an anti-personnel weapon. Exploding in a confined space such as a trench, its effects were spectacular, usually lethal, and always agonizing and demoralizing, as phosphorus continues to burn despite every effort to extinguish it. In contrast the HE grenades were to prove ineffective. In the open men five metres from the explosion had a good chance of walking away unscathed.

C Company was small, only some fifty-five strong, with two platoons. It was commanded by Major Roger Jenner who, by 1982, had been in the Parachute Regiment for 20 years. Within that time he had done exceptionally well to have risen from private to RSM of 10 Para (V) before being commissioned as a combatant officer. At Goose Green he would be commanding a company of the same battalion he had joined as a soldier all those years before.

C Company’s other name was Patrols Company, and this more adequately describes its role. It provided Colonel ‘H’ with his eyes and ears. Such a company is special to a parachute battalion. Under Major Jenner’s small headquarters were the Recce Platoon and Patrols Platoon, each of six four-man patrols, identically equipped and organized. This interchangeability was adopted specially for the Falklands as each platoon normally had a different method of operating, and slightly differing tasks. The Recce Platoon, then under Lieutenant Colin Connor, would normally expect to operate with six stripped-down landrovers to provide fast forward observation posts, convoy protection and, as Connor put it, ‘to furnish the battalion taxi service’. Although the platoon’s vehicles were loaded on the Norland none were put ashore in the Falklands. Patrols Platoon, commanded by Captain Paul Farrar, were more accustomed to being footbound. Their function was to man static OPs out in front of a defensive position to report movement or give early warning of enemy activities. Their more exciting duties involved the marking out and protecting of DZs ahead of a battalion parachute drop. For this every man was HALO qualified. In other words he was a military free-fall parachutist.

Colonel ‘H’ attached considerable importance to C Company, and as such had insisted that the platoons were commanded by more experienced officers than their size perhaps warranted. For example, Patrols Platoon was under a captain, whereas the company second-in-command was a lieutenant. The commanding officer had every intention of making the maximum use of these twelve small patrols to probe deep into enemy territory. They were the main means of seeking information over which he had personal control.

Patrols could have their radios on the battalion net, or could report to their company commander when he was co-located with battalion headquarters. Each was armed
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