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About the Book

January 1972: the tiny outpost of British Honduras is threatened with imminent invasion by battle-hardened, US-trained Guatemalan paratroops. Britain’s response must be immediate and decisive. But there is only one deterrent the government can offer: HMS Ark Royal, once the Navy’s most powerful warship, now a white elephant on the verge of being scrapped.

To save the small colony, she must launch a pair of Buccaneer fighter bombers on an unprecedented long-range mission. But first the old carrier must make a high-speed, 1,500 mile dash across the Atlantic towards the Gulf of Mexico. The odds of arriving in time are very slim indeed …

Drawing on extensive first-hand accounts and previously unseen, classified documents, Rowland White has pieced together one of the most audacious and thrilling missions of post-war British military history.
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R.W.
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September 2008
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SECTION ONE

1970



 

The quality of your training will vary and sometimes you will be in over your head. You will miss many important family events. There will be long stretches of tedious duty aboard ship. You will fly in very bad weather and/or at night and you will be scared many times … And some days – where the scheduling Gods have smiled upon you – your jet will catapult into a glorious morning over a faraway sea and you will be drop-jawed that someone would pay you to do it.

From a letter to an aspiring naval aviator


Prologue

Two flaming yellow-white discs stared back like an owl’s eyes in the night. As the big fighter thundered upwards into a black Mediterranean sky, the awesome power of her reheated engines lost their hypnotic grip on those watching from the ship. The overwhelming fury of the jet’s catapult launch dispersed like the dense clouds of steam left in its wake, the sound reduced to a rumble on the wind. The burning reheats receded, rising and shrinking into the distance before, abruptly, they blinked off. The Phantom continued her climb away from the carrier at full military power, 11 tons of dry thrust, but from the ship she was now invisible against the ink sky. Lieutenant Commander Nick Kerr had watched her go, unable to resist the raw theatre of a night-time F-4 Phantom launch.

Pretty spectacular, he thought. It never failed to impress. Now, with his wingman away, it was his turn.

From the cockpit, Kerr looked around, keenly anticipating his own launch. It was a familiar scene, but never routine. Night-flying from an aircraft carrier was never routine. Thick veils of steam that streamed from the catapult tracks curled and danced around the flight deck. To his right was Ark Royal’s island, the only part of the ship that rose above the flat top of the rough steel flight deck. Her pennant number, RO9, painted black against the battleship-grey background, was visible in the metronomic red flash of Kerr’s jet’s navigation light. His Phantom sat taut, harnessed to the catapult shuttle, her nose reared high above the deck like a cobra ready to strike. Around him, the catapult crew, known as Badgers because of their black and white surcoats, swarmed around the jet, leaning into the fierce wind that blew over the deck. Signalling with an illuminated glowing green marshalling baton, the yellow-jacketed Flight Deck Officer – FDO – instructed Kerr to wind the engines up to full power. With his left hand, Kerr slowly pushed the two throttle levers through the détentes into full reheat. At the back of the Phantom the twin jet pipes flared and expanded as if working out how to accommodate the massive energy generated by the reheats, burning like two furious yard-thick oxyacetylene flames. High-pressure cold water was sprayed on to the deck and the jet blast deflectors that rose vertically out of the flat deck. Without the water, both would begin to melt and blister from the fierce heat. Kerr and his Observer, Lieutenant Gerry Kinch, saw the glow from the burners in the cockpit’s rear-view mirrors. Inside, the Phantom trembled like a rocket ready to rise from its launchpad. High up in Ark’s bridge behind panes of thick armoured glass, faces lit like children’s on bonfire night by the flare of the afterburners, those looking out over the spectacle could feel the extraordinary ferocity resonate in their chests. It was a lot worse for those outside. It was much more than noise.

The FDO, standing beyond the lethal reach of the big fighter’s starboard wing, held the glowing green baton high above his head. Standby for launch. Kerr’s eyes scanned the cockpit dials again, paying particularly close attention to the engine instruments to the right: rpm, temperatures and fuel flow. Nothing amiss. He switched the red nav light on the jet’s spine from its intermittent flash to a steady blaze. He was ready to go. With the nav light on continuously, the FDO would bring the baton down from above his head to touch the deck – a deliberate, exaggerated action leaving no room for misunderstanding.

Then a couple of seconds of anticipation, head pressed firmly back against the ejection seat. And a mule-kick in the back as the 25-ton jet is dragged down the catapult track – 0–180 mph in a second and a half – and thrown off the edge of the deck ahead. The moment of truth for any naval aviator.

Kerr waited, his eyes fixed on the soft green light of the FDO’s baton. It remained resolutely aloft. And he waited, concern creeping into his thoughts. What the hell’s going on?

‘Can you see anything?’ he asked Kinch. The Observer couldn’t help. There didn’t appear to be anything wrong. There were none of the Badgers you might expect to be ducking underneath the jet if there were a problem with the catapult. Kerr clicked the RT transmit button on the throttle levers. On Channel 1, he asked Flying Control – Flyco – what the problem was.

‘Stand by’ was all he got in reply.

The posture of the FDO provided the first clue. He was standing more upright now, no longer leaning forward against a 20-knot wind over the deck. Ark must have lost forward speed. The FDO flicked on a second marshalling baton. Red this time. Slowly and deliberately he raised it aloft to join the green stick already above his head. Shit. The launch was going to be scrubbed. But now was perhaps the most dangerous time. The powerful steam catapult was primed, ready to fire Kerr’s 25-ton jet off the ship’s angled deck into the night. The big interceptor quivered and strained against the hold-back strop that harnessed her, the blast from her two Rolls-Royce engines in full reheat barely contained. But both the Phantom and the catapult now had to be brought back from the brink. Before throttling back, Kerr had to be 100 per cent certain that the catapult had been made safe. If the cat fired without the assistance of over 41,000lb of thrust delivered by the jet’s twin engines – a cold shot – or if the Phantom tried to take off without the boost of the catapult, then Kerr and his Observer would be taking a swim. At best.

While the FDO held both batons high, Kerr kept the throttles forward up against the stops. Both men waited. Both needed to be certain. Then the Phantom pilot watched as one of the batons was slowly lowered. Green. The FDO kept the red one held above his head. A single red baton was Kerr’s guarantee. He was clear to kill the power. But he waited a moment longer. He wanted to be more than certain. Mistakes made on the deck of a carrier are punished swiftly and cruelly. No amount of care or caution was ever too much.

He gave it another beat – the blast of the engines still broiling the water-cooled deck behind – then, satisfied it was safe, Kerr finally pulled the two throttle levers back through the détentes towards him to come off the power. As the spinning turbines spooled down, the tall hydraulic nosewheel strut contracted, lowering the jet’s two-man cockpit towards the deck. And then Kerr caught his first glimpse of what lay ahead. From the waist catapult, halfway down the length of the flight deck, he could see ahead down the ship’s port flank. And what he saw took his breath away.

Heeling over, nearly broached, her hull exposed and her sleek superstructure leaning away towards the waves, was the dark shape of a Soviet ‘Kotlin’ class guided-missile destroyer. She’d been making a nuisance of herself for days, shadowing, teasing and harassing the big carrier. But now, at night, her Captain had cut it too fine and she’d been T-boned by Ark Royal’s bow. Dwarfed by the Royal Navy carrier, the 3500-ton Soviet escort was being swung around, powerless at this point to save herself from the forward momentum of nearly 50,000 tons of British steel. As Ark shook, her engines straining at full astern in a desperate effort to save the situation, Kerr could almost feel metal scrape against metal. There was a grinding inevitability about the way the Soviet’s bow jack-knifed back, the whole ship then dragged back down Ark’s side as the destroyer’s stern was driven forward by the bigger ship. Kerr could do nothing but watch in horror at what was unfolding, his eyes fixed on the point of the collision just abaft the destroyer’s sharply raked rear funnel.

Like a grappling hook, Ark’s great starboard anchor had torn into the superstructure of the ‘Kotlin’ just below the SA-N-1 Goa surface-to-air missile launcher. And into the missile magazine located immediately below it. As Ark and the ‘Kotlin’ continued their tangled dance, that magazine had become the fulcrum around which the Soviet ship was being brutally wrestled.

And it was this that most alarmed Kerr as he sat transfixed. A qualified Air Warfare Instructor – AWI – he knew that each Goa SAM was armed with a powerful high-explosive fragmentation warhead and enough rocket fuel to carry it to a height of six miles. He also knew that the Soviet destroyer’s magazine contained sixteen of them. And he knew that the SA-N-1 Goa was known to be a notoriously unstable weapon. If they went up – and it would only take one of them to explode to trigger them all – then Ark’s bow would be vaporized. And, with it, so too would he.

From behind his oxygen mask Kerr stared wide-eyed, forgetting even to breathe, as he watched the accident unfold.

Only later, shaken by what he’d seen – and news of the loss of seven Soviet seamen – did he have time to gather his thoughts and reflect on how close he had come to an unexpected and spectacularly dramatic end. And of all the ways in which a naval aviator can meet his maker – and they are many, varied and usually violent – this was definitely not one that he’d ever considered before.


SECTION TWO

1971



 

I pray you tell Her Majesty from me that her money was well given for the Ark Royal, for I think her the odd ship in the world for all conditions; and truly I think there can be no great ship make me change and go out of her.

Lord High Admiral of England, Lord Howard of
Effingham, writing to Elizabeth I’s Secretary in
1587, the year before Ark Royal became his
flagship against the Spanish Armada


Chapter 1

CAPTAIN JOHN ROBERTS RN caught the little blue and yellow British Rail train from his home in Havant and made the short journey west to Plymouth. From the station, he took the short walk to Her Majesty’s Dockyard, Devonport. He was looking forward to becoming acquainted with the most famous name in the Royal Navy. There was a time, many years earlier, when, as a young sub-lieutenant, he thought he would never get to see a ship bearing the name Ark Royal.

Roberts joined the Navy at the age of thirteen. Born in Rawalpindi, in what became Pakistan, Roberts was the son of an RAF pilot who’d flown First World War-vintage Bristol F2B fighters against Afghan tribesmen on the North-West Frontier in the 1920s. But after returning to Britain Roberts’s father spent six weeks as a guest aboard a Royal Navy destroyer sailing between Gibraltar, Tangiers, Casablanca and the French Mediterranean ports. The RAF man became convinced that the Navy offered the most splendid life imaginable and put his son’s name down for Dartmouth in 1938. In 1941 the young John Roberts joined the battlecruiser HMS Renown while she was out of action being refitted in the Rosyth dockyards. Throughout 1940 and 1941, Renown had served alongside the aircraft carrier HMS Ark Royal in the Western Mediterranean as part of Force H. And such was the bond that developed between the two ships that legend had it that if they were ever to be separated, one of them would be sunk. And sure enough, on 14 November 1941, news arrived in Rosyth that HMS Ark Royal, one of the Navy’s most iconic ships, had been sunk by a U-boat as she made her way back to Gibraltar. For all the distress her loss caused aboard Renown, Roberts, so new to the battlecruiser’s Ship’s Company, had never set eyes on her famous companion.

But now, thirty years later, another aircraft carrier bore her proud name – the fourth ship to do so. And the main threat to Ark Royal’s existence in her current incarnation had come not from German torpedoes, but from British politicians. She’d only survived by the skin of her teeth.

By 1971, Britain’s withdrawal from Empire was well advanced – all but complete. What had been a post-war trickle became, during the 1960s under Harold Wilson’s government, a tumble. The names of those colonies granted independence made up a long and evocative list: Barbados, Borneo, Botswana, British Guiana, the Cameroons, The Gambia, Jamaica, Malawi, the Maldives, Malta, Mauritius, Nigeria, Sierra Leone, Singapore, Somalia, Tanzania, Trinidad and Tobago, and Uganda. And it all had a bearing on defence planning.

The end of 1971, it had been decided, would mark Britain’s final withdrawal from what had always been known simply as ‘East of Suez’. The only exceptions – other than Hong Kong – were the British Indian Ocean Territory and Pitcairn in the Pacific, home of the descendants of the Mutiny on the Bounty – and, given the islands’ history, there were unlikely to have been too many tears shed within the Admiralty if the politicians had washed their hands of that one too.

Ironically, though, the 1960s, as the flag came down on Britain’s last substantial overseas possessions, were something of a boom time for the Fleet Air Arm. For most of the decade, five ships, Eagle, Victorious, Hermes, Centaur and Ark Royal herself, shared Britain’s global responsibilities. Official policy was to ensure there were always two of them East of Suez. And, in order to meet that commitment, the five ships, none of them in the first flush of youth, were worked hard.

In 1961, De Havilland Sea Vixens and Supermarine Scimitars from Victorious and Centaur established air superiority over Kuwait in opposition to a rumoured Iraqi invasion. In the mid-sixties, FAA squadrons patrolled the skies over Borneo alongside the RAF and helped prevent ‘confrontation’ with Indonesia erupting into full-blown war. In early 1964, a potential army mutiny in Tanganyika was nipped in the bud by swift naval intervention, including a show of force from the squadron of Blackburn Buccaneers on board Victorious. And, from 1965, both Ark Royal and Eagle spent long periods on station off East Africa as part of the Beira Patrol, enforcing the blockade of Ian Smith’s rebel Rhodesia. Throughout, FAA helicopter squadrons flying from the Commando carriers Albion and Bulwark had been in action from Dar-es-Salaam to Aden and Sarawak. As the decade drew to a close, there were very few Fleet Air Arm aviators who had failed to acquire sometimes extensive operational experience.

Despite ageing ships and increasingly outmoded aircraft the Fleet Air Arm had acquitted itself well. But in doing so it had also sown the seeds of its own destruction. With the successful transfer of colonial power to independent democratic governments around the world, the Navy’s fleet carriers were deemed surplus to requirements. Any future aerial contribution to the defence of our remaining overseas responsibilities would, it was decided, be the job of the RAF. Denis Healey – Harold Wilson’s Defence Secretary – had made his decision: the carriers had until the end of 1971 and no longer. Beyond that date the Royal Navy would be retiring from the business of fixed-wing flying. Newspaper recruitment ads for naval aircrew tried to look on the bright side: ‘For piloting helicopters involves two forms of flying’, the copywriters explained perkily. ‘The conventional sort. Of getting from A to B. And hovering.’

After being ushered respectfully through the gates by the Dockyard Police, John Roberts continued on through to the centre of the dockyard. A keen sportsman, fair-haired, urbane and unflappable, Roberts cut an elegant figure as he made his way towards the ship. Her island and with it the bridge, radio masts, funnel and the towering ‘bedstead’ aerial of the Type 965 air defence radar were visible high above the roofs of the dockyard buildings. And she was the centre of attention. Thick cables and pipes connected her to the shore like IV lines to a patient in intensive care. With dockyard workers clambering over her, attending to her needs, the air was filled with the noise of air-hammers, rivet guns, welding torches, and the clatter of scaffolding. But even as she rested in dry-dock, away from the sea, dependent and unable to fend for herself, she was commanding. Her name was painted in red capitals against the grey hull below the quarterdeck. Ark Royal was awesome.

He wasn’t sure what the rules were, but the police weren’t around. No one was paying attention. The Captain made his way down successive flights of slippery steps descending towards the floor of the dock. Ark Royal’s keel rested on great wooden beams running the length of the ship. Further thick balks of timber propped between her and the walls of the dry-dock supported her, keeping her from toppling over. But Roberts saw he could get right in underneath her. There wasn’t much headroom – barely more than a foot or two – but it was enough. Standing on the damp floor of the dock underneath the massive black hull of the great ship, he looked up and down her length. Her vast bulk filled his field of vision in every direction. Up close you could see the welding between the steel plates; visible evidence of the labours of the men who built her.

It had been a drawn-out affair. Her keel was laid down at the Cammel Laird shipyard in Birkenhead on 3 May 1943, a year after King George VI had approved changing her name from Irresistible to Ark Royal. But the end of the war, changing shipbuilding priorities and the need to accommodate a stream of modifications and innovations meant it was seven years to the day before she was launched. Liverpudlians had good reason to wonder which would eventually be finished first: Ark or their magnificent Gilbert Scott-designed cathedral. But just after noon on 3 May 1950, with the sound of a 21-gun salute still ringing in the ears of a watching crowd of nearly 50,000 people, Queen Elizabeth – later to become the Queen Mother – named her, broke a bottle of champagne over her bows and saw her slip slowly into the Mersey. Ten steel decks built above double-bottom compartments. It was another five years before Ark was commissioned into the Royal Navy in February 1955, the first ship in the fleet to accommodate all of the important post-war developments in naval aviation, from powerful steam catapults able to launch a new generation of faster, heavier jet aircraft to an angled flight deck that allowed them to land more safely.

John Roberts thought he’d missed his chance of ever taking command of an aircraft carrier – and that he’d therefore missed out on realizing an ambition that had taken root soon after he transferred to the Fleet Air Arm in 1945. But there was no way round it; the writing was on the wall for the Navy’s carriers. On VJ Day the Royal Navy was operating fifty-nine aircraft carriers of various descriptions. A fleet of twelve in 1950 was just three-strong in 1970. By the spring of 1972, there simply weren’t going to be any.

When the decision to dispose of the carriers was taken in 1966, the Navy’s hopes of building a brand-new class of three 63,000-ton ships to replace the current carriers were dashed. It was a devastating blow to the Senior Service provoking the resignation of boththe Navy Minister and the First Sea Lord. Since the high-water mark of the Second World War, the Navy had suffered a painful contraction. A death by a thousand cuts accompanied the Navy’s journey from victory in 1945 to the humiliating ‘Cod Wars’ with Icelandic fishermen of the early seventies. Along the way, bases at Singapore, Bahrain, Aden and Simonstown in South Africa were all closed. In 1966, Ark’s days too were numbered.

But the carrier decision was made with Ark Royal on the cusp of a major £32 million refit. Only the potential uproar over dockyard redundancies if it was abandoned persuaded the Wilson government to see it through to its completion, due at the end of 1969. She would emerge from it a substantially new ship, capable of operating a state-of-the-art air group. While work on her had progressed, Cunard’s new liner, the QE2, was under construction on the Clyde. By those in the know, rebuilding Ark Royal was felt to be the more ambitious job. Yet even the successful completion of the refit was barely going to postpone the inevitable. Unbelievably, the plan became to radically overhaul the Navy’s largest warship at great expense so that she might continue to serve for just two more years until, at the end of 1971, she’d go for good along with the rest of the carriers.

But then Ark Royal was thrown a lifeline.

In June 1970, the British electorate voted in a new Conservative government with Ted Heath as Prime Minister. As people had been casting their votes, large numbers of British soldiers, sailors and airmen were deployed in Singapore and Malaysia to take part in Exercise BERSATU PADU. This extraordinary logistical exercise was designed to demonstrate Britain’s ability to reinforce allies in the Far East after the demise of the carriers. Despite encouraging post-exercise analysis, the exercise was not an unqualified success. Among the conclusions drawn, two were very telling. Without air superiority over the reception airfields in Singapore and Malaysia the men and materiel from Britain could not have been delivered. Aircraft carriers had the ability to provide that vital initial air superiority. The other realization was that only the Australian light carrier HMAS Melbourne, and the McDonnell Douglas A-4G Skyhawks of her small fighter squadron VF-805, provided anything like adequate air cover for the fleet. The RAF English Electric Lightnings and Royal Australian Air Force Dassault Mirage IIIOs operating from shore bases at Butterworth and Tengah just didn’t have the legs to maintain effective patrols out over the sea. The Skyhawks’ ability to provide timely and valuable Close Air Support to troops on the ground was also noted.

Australian naval aviators had driven home the unique strengths of organic, carrier-based air power at an opportune time. And yet the connection between Melbourne’s Skyhawks and Ark’s reprieve was more oblique. VF-805’s potent little attack jets had been ordered in 1965 to make certain that, faced with increasing instability in South-East Asia and a deteriorating situation in Vietnam, HMAS Melbourne had a modern, effective air group. And it was Vietnam that, rather unexpectedly, helped ensure Ark Royal’s survival.

US policy was to keep a minimum of three aircraft carriers off the coast of Vietnam. Guaranteeing this twenty-four hours a day, 365 days a year, without pause, placed immense pressure on the US carrier fleet and meant rotating the schedules of as many as eight carriers. Throughout the sixties, the British carriers Eagle, Ark, Victorious, Centaur and Hermes helped plug any gaps in America’s naval presence elsewhere in South-East Asia caused by her huge commitment to Vietnam. But it wasn’t just the US Navy’s Pacific Fleet that carried the burden on Yankee Station. Such were the overwhelming demands of the war that Atlantic Fleet carriers also regularly deployed to the Gulf of Tonkin. And it was the potential repercussions of this on NATO’s defence of Western Europe that persuaded the new British government to keep Ark Royal, refitted and modernized, in business. If Ark were to lead one of the two Carrier Groups that made up the NATO Atlantic Striking Fleet, she would relieve the strain on the hard-pressed US Navy carrier fleet. By the end of the new British government’s first month, the Secretary of State for Defence, Peter Carrington, had asked the MoD for a study into the pros and cons of keeping Ark in service. By October the decision to run her on was made.

Standing under Ark Royal’s great eclipsing hull John Roberts recalled the day he was asked by the Naval Secretary to come in for a chat. Roberts had been working in the MoD as Director of Naval Air Warfare when he took the call. He presented himself the next morning at ten o’clock, was shown in and took a seat.

‘John, I’ve been wondering what to do with you next.’ The politician paused and smiled. ‘I’m going to give you Ark Royal.’ It couldn’t have been better news. And now here he was, standing underneath her looking up and thinking about the magnitude of what lay ahead. Displacing over 43,000 tons – over 50,000 fully fuelled, stored and carrying her aircraft on board – she was nearly 850 feet long, over 110 feet wide and from keel to funnel over 180 feet tall. Sailing her would be like laying the NatWest Tower on its side and taking it to sea. Only, Ark Royal was one and a half times the size of Britain’s biggest skyscraper.

How on earth can I control this?, he asked himself. After the frigates and destroyers he’d previously skippered, just the thought of taking such a behemoth in and out of harbour, with sometimes less than ten feet of clearance underneath her, was daunting. Touching the bottom – and the court-martial that was bound to follow – was an ever-present danger at Devonport. And that was before he even got to open water. Once there, the task was no less intimidating. Even refitted, Ark was going to have to operate at her peak to keep pace with her American counterparts. To compensate for her smaller size, fewer aircraft, older machinery and less advanced surveillance and communications systems, Ark, her Ship’s Company and her squadrons were simply going to have to work harder to stay level. Her people would have to bridge the gap. And in going face to face with the Warsaw Pact in the North Atlantic with the Cold War at its height, she’d be playing a very different game to the global policing of the sixties. It was a harder, bleaker, less forgiving undertaking. And the stakes were very high indeed. The next time the great ship put to sea she’d be under his command. He thought about the merciless task that lay ahead. And he relished it – looking forward to going to sea; and looking forward to the arrival of the squadrons. The possibility that Ark Royal might be called on to intervene in a colonial crisis was very far from his thoughts.


Chapter 2

JOHN WEYMES HAD been back in London for five years after a career with the Foreign Office had so far taken him from Panama in 1953, to Bogotá, Colombia, Berlin and Taiwan. In 1968, after three years in Whitehall, he found himself, much to his surprise, working in Harold Wilson’s Private Office at Number 10 Downing Street. Now, though, his five years was up. If he was going to continue to receive government help with his children’s boarding school fees, he needed another overseas appointment. He called an old friend in the personnel department.

‘What have you got for me? Presumably you’re looking for a job for me overseas?’ There was a long pause.

‘Look, John, give me a couple of weeks and I’ll get back to you.’ It sounded as if his friend was going to be starting from scratch. When they next discussed it, his friend was even more circumspect.

‘I can’t tell you yet, because it’s all going through the board, but here’s a hint …’ He passed Weymes a newspaper cutting with the headline: ‘GERMAN AMBASSADOR MURDERED IN GUATEMALA’.

‘It sounds like Guatemala then …’ Weymes managed, and his friend’s veneer of discretion collapsed.

‘Yes, it’s quite a posting.’ He continued enthusiastically, apparently unperturbed by the kidnap and killing of the German diplomat, explaining that Weymes would be appointed British Consul. ‘You’ve got Spanish; you’ve got Latin/Central American experience and we’re hoping the board will agree and then we’ll send you off.’ Two weeks later it was signed off and he began to be briefed for the posting. While the way the posting to Guatemala had first been introduced had been alarming, Weymes knew from meeting British diplomats travelling to and from Guatemala via Panama that, despite dreadful internal security problems, it was a beautiful country. And yet it was difficult to entirely put aside the violence endemic in Guatemala. This was rammed home during his interview with the Foreign Office Security Department. Weymes was given three pieces of advice:

‘First, don’t get kidnapped. HMG does not deal with terrorists. Secondly, you’re advised to buy a weapon, a gun of some sort. Practise frequently in the garden so people will hear you firing, will know that you’re armed, and that you can use it. And thirdly, get a fierce dog!’

The increasing gloom Weymes felt at the prospect of what he was letting himself in for was lifted a little by the prospect of his own domestic circumstances. He would be living in the British Ambassador’s Residence in Guatemala City. The house and grounds occupied a whole city block near La Torre, where city district Zone 4 meets Zone 9. Looking after him would be a staff of six or seven, including a cook, a maid, a laundry girl and a butler who doubled as a driver. There was also a swimming pool.

They were quite some digs for someone of Weymes’s grade. But they too came with strings attached. The only reason Weymes, as Consul, rather than as Ambassador, would be enjoying its comforts was because there was no British Ambassador in Guatemala. There hadn’t been one since 1963, when Guatemala cut formal diplomatic relations with Britain after internal self-government was granted to British Honduras. It had been a development that Guatemala regarded as completely unacceptable.

The little colony that sat on the southern Yucatán peninsula between her eastern border and the Caribbean Sea was the last remaining British mainland territory in the Americas. And Guatemala claimed her as her own; a rogue Guatemalan province that appeared as Belice – and as part of Guatemala – on all Guatemalan maps of the region. Belice’s position as her neighbour’s 23rd Department was written into Guatemala’s 1945 constitution, and seats, decked in Guatemala’s national colours of sky blue and white, were set aside in Congress ready for Belice’s return to the fold.

Belice, they declared, es nuestra.

Belize is ours.

Belize City was growing up fast. Colourful and elegant wooden colonial houses topped with red-brown or pale-green corrugated iron shared the streets with new buildings. The tangles of steel that emerged from reinforced-concrete pillars revealed their recent construction. Her population was 30,000 and rising and the little city needed to accommodate them. Belize City flanked the mouth of Haulover Creek, from which silty brown water pumped out to sea, where it mixed with the clear blue waters of the Caribbean. From the north side of the city, the swing bridge over the river led to the main business district, the courts, the imposing white Governor’s House on Regent Street and St John’s Cathedral, built with the bricks that had served as ballast in the holds of the sailing ships that shaped the country’s history. Surrounded by mangrove swamps, barely rising above sea level and criss-crossed with open drainage canals, Belize City was hot, humid and colourful. Palm trees lined the seafront at St George. Bright handpainted signs decorated the walls of shops and eateries, while long, low canoes driven by small outboards buzzed in and out of the town centre. Belize City was the very epitome of a Caribbean capital. And yet she was neither the capital nor, strictly speaking, Caribbean.

Nearly 5000 miles south-west of London, British Honduras was not, even by the standards of the day, a particularly familiar corner of Empire. Roughly the same size as Wales, she had a small population of just 122,000 people, whose health and well-being had only once been of any recent concern to most Britons. In October 1961, 262 people lost their lives when Belize City was hit hard by Hurricane Hattie. A fifteen-foot tidal surge breached the sea walls and sent a five-foot-high wall of water racing through the capital ‘as though there had never been land’. Such was the devastation that a decision was taken to move the capital inland to a location fifty miles away off the unpaved Western Highway. Christened Belmopan, and with a population of barely 3000, the new capital had yet to truly find her feet, despite the internal government and a number of foreign missions having relocated there. So steamy little Belize City remained the country’s cultural and commercial hub, and Stanley Field, the airfield to the north of the City, the country’s only international gateway.

Despite her location on the mainland of the Central American isthmus, British Honduras was in heart and soul a Caribbean country. English-speaking and comfortably multiracial, she seemed to have little in common with Central American neighbours like Guatemala, El Salvador and Nicaragua – certainly there were few of the serious internal troubles that bedevilled them. Instead she was optimistic, a small country just beginning to appreciate the potential wealth offered by having the world’s second-longest barrier reef fringing her coast. And with Britain’s retreat from Empire, she was yearning to make her way in the world, independent and proud. This, though, was complicated by her history.

The first Europeans to come ashore in British Honduras in 1511 didn’t fare well. Five survivors of a shipwrecked Spanish vessel were immediately sacrificed by Mayan Indians. The rest of the crew were enslaved. To some extent, the balance of that initial contact was reflected in the country’s subsequent experience with the Spanish Empire. The Conquistadores never enjoyed the same level of dominance in the territory which became British Honduras that they did elsewhere in Latin America. Partly this was because Mayans, for all their similarly extraordinary pyramids and cities, never enjoyed the same unity and cohesion as the Aztec and Inca empires. As a result, Mayan civilization couldn’t be as simply decapitated and controlled as the Incas had been with Pizarro’s killing of Atahualpa. The territory’s other piece of outstanding good fortune was that it did not possess gold. It was simply not worthwhile for the overstretched Spanish to occupy such financially unrewarding ground. The nearest permanent Spanish garrisons remained north of the Hondo and south of the Sarstoon, beyond the two rivers that became the borders of British Honduras. Within the boundaries of those two rivers, the Spanish limited themselves to sporadic – usually sickeningly cruel – attempts to impose themselves. Had they found the wherewithal to occupy the country, her subsequent history might have been a great deal more straightforward.

Largely abandoned by the Spanish, the coast of British Honduras became a haven for buccaneers. Many of them, as Great Britain became more powerful and influential in the Caribbean following the capture of Jamaica in 1655, were British. In 1717, Blackbeard himself spent time in the waters off the coast and even, it was said, had treasure buried on Ambergris Caye, the largest and most northerly of the pretty low-lying islands off British Honduras.

Permanent British settlements grew up along the coast as logging, rather than plundering Spanish treasure ships, became the main source of income. And yet even as these were recognized by treaties between Britain and Spain they were still subjected to regular attack by Spanish forces. The truth is that the Baymen, as the logging community focused around the mouth of the Belize River had become known, were fairly ungovernable. They were the men on the ground and they pretty much did as they pleased regardless of what Spain, Britain or anyone else told them to. And yet the British increasingly took the view that they may be an unruly mob but they’re our unruly mob. Troops were first sent to the Baymen’s defence from Jamaica in 1746. Then, in 1765, Rear Admiral Sir William Burnaby, the commander of the Royal Navy squadron in Jamaica, arrived with Captain James Cook to provide protection against Spanish attack and establish the rule of law. Burnaby’s Code addressed the issues of the day. Its rules included:


• No swearing and profane cursing. Penalty half-a-crown fine

• No theft allowed

• No enticing seamen to abandon ship

• No kidnapping, i.e. press gang methods of recruiting, except for pilots for one day only

• In an emergency the authority of the commander of a warship in the bay should take precedence



The Navy was beginning to impose some shape on the place, but ambiguity surrounding the sovereignty of the Belize River settlement continued until 1798 and the Battle of St George’s Caye. Fearing attack by Spain after the outbreak of war between Britain and Spain in 1796, the Baymen appealed to the Governor of Jamaica for help. HMS Merlin, a sloop armed with eight 18-pounder guns, and the men of the 6th West India Regiment were sent. The Baymen too had prepared for war, knocking together seven rafts made from tree trunks, each armed with a 9-pounder gun. Then they gave them names like Towzer, Tickler, Teazer and Swinger. On 3 September, the 32-strong Spanish fleet arrived. And by the end of 10 September, it had been defeated and fled north to Caye Chapel, where the Spanish buried their dead before returning to Mexico. Spain never again threatened the Belize River settlement. In defending Belize, slaves had fought alongside freemen. And their success against overwhelming odds created a legend that endured. Celebration of the victory at St George’s Caye would become a rallying point around which, nearly 200 years later, the people of British Honduras built a sense of national identity and in which they invested their hopes of independence.

In the wake of the battle, the Baymen declared that ‘the tenure and possession of the country is altered. His Majesty holds it by force and it may in some degree be considered a conquered country.’ But while the Union Flag flew over the settlement, the British government didn’t quite see it that way. And it was to be another sixty-four years before, on 12 May 1862, the Colony of British Honduras was finally established.

Now, in 1971, Britain was as eager to grant British Honduras her independence as she had been reluctant to assume responsibility just a century earlier. But things were rarely that easy.


Chapter 3

AFTER A CAREER in the Colonial Service, then the Foreign and Commonwealth Office, that had taken him to Uganda, the Congo, the UN in New York and the Pacific islands, Richard Posnett was back in London, recently installed as head of the West Indies Department of the FCO. Posnett knew that decolonization in the Caribbean had a habit of being complicated. Despatched at short notice from the UN in 1969, he’d witnessed first-hand something akin to farce unfold in Anguilla when British paratroopers and London policemen had been flown in because Anguilla did not want to become independent alongside St Kitts. But if the pitfalls in the Caribbean were well understood, Posnett had not properly registered the potential for trouble in Central America. And British Honduras was on his watch. After taking over the West Indies department, the sandy-haired, easy-going diplomat had made it his business to visit every one of the islands that he had responsibility for. British Honduras was also on his itinerary. In three days as a guest of the popular, respected Governor, Sir John Paul, he’d met government ministers, including the Premier, George Price, and been impressed by a visit to see Mayan ruins hidden in the jungle. While he’d been there, Sir John had told him that he wanted to move on before the end of the year. The old Governor was disappointed not to have been able to shepherd British Honduras closer towards independence and, he confessed, was struggling a little with the isolation and reduced surroundings of Belmopan. Posnett returned home knowing that much of the job of recruiting a new Governor would fall to him. What he didn’t realize was the seriousness of the Guatemalan claim on British Honduras, or its inextricable relationship with any developing plans for the colony’s independence. Neither had he grasped the capacity there was in Guatemala for devastating violence.

Acting on the advice of the FCO Security Officer, John Weymes arrived in Guatemala City with a bulldog called Sally. It seemed no one in Guatemala had ever seen anything like Sally before. Weymes got used to cars stopping, double-takes and alarmed expressions as he walked her along the pavements surrounding the Ambassador’s Residence.

‘What sort of animal is that?’ people would ask. If there was a Spanish name for bulldog, Weymes didn’t know it. Instead he just tried to translate directly.

‘Perro de torro,’ he’d tell them. She was a great comfort to him. Especially as he’d chosen to ignore the suggestion that he arm himself.

The British Consulate was in a single-storey Spanish colonial-style house built around an internal courtyard garden. Located between Avenidas 2 and 3 in Zone 1 of Guatemala City, it felt like it could be the home of a small import/export company. In contrast to where Weymes was living, it wasn’t grand. Zone 1 had been devastated by an earthquake in 1917. With much of the original architecture lost, it was now an unsightly jumble of old and new. But Calle 11, the street where the British had set up shop, wasn’t too bad. The pretty church at the western end of the street certainly improved the view.

Just before eleven in the morning, on 19 January 1971, Weymes left his office to go and talk to the young Vice-Consul, David Osborne. As they spoke they were suddenly stopped by the sound of gunfire. It was a familiar sound after dark, but not by day. And not so close. This was right on top of them.

‘My God, that’s us!’ Weymes shouted. The reports from the guns were coming from the Consulate’s entrance hall. Then rounds began to crack through the locked metal grille across the courtyard into Weymes’s office, shattering all twelve windows. Then it stopped. Outside, their four attackers turned and walked away calmly towards a waiting red Toyota, got inside and sped off. Once they were sure it was over, Weymes and Osborne made their way outside towards the entrance of the Consulate. Weymes looked nervously through the grilled door, where he saw the dead body of the guard. He’d been shot nine times. Scattered on the floor were the brass casings from .45-calibre bullets. The terrorists had taken the dead guard’s machine pistol with them as they left. The phone rang. Weymes picked it up.

‘What’s happened?’ It was his counterpart at the nearby American Embassy, already aware there had been an incident.

‘We’ve just been attacked and the guard’s been killed. How did you know?’

‘We received a warning that we were going to be attacked at 11 a.m. and we shut our doors. We had no time to warn you that the caller said that if they couldn’t hit the American Embassy, they’d go to the British Consulate.’

The killing in Guatemala was out of control. But that was nothing new. When Guatemala’s President, Colonel Arana Osorio, won a one-sided election in 1970 he was very clear indeed about his plans: ‘I intend,’ he promised, ‘to pacify the country and if that means turning it into a cemetery then I shall do so.’ And he’d been as good as his word. There was never any reason to doubt it. He’d shown no instinct to shy away from the use of force before. In fact, he’d earned his reputation by doing just the opposite.

Whereas British Honduras had escaped any significant lingering effects of Spanish colonial rule – simply because the Spanish had opted not to rule – Guatemala lived every day with its consequences. It had done so since the day in 1821 when the last Captain General signed the Act of Independence. Enshrined in the Act were the old colonial power structures and the supremacy of the church. The next 150 years saw power in Guatemala lurch from right-wing misrule to left-wing misrule and back again, as often as not by way of a coup. All the time it was the Guatemalan people who suffered for it. It seemed they were rarely considered except when their numbers and discontent could be exploited by an aspiring dictator to oust the dictator in power. Arana Osorio, alongside his Defence Minister, Vassaux, and the Army Chief of Staff, Kjell Laugerud, was just the latest strongman at the helm.

Arana had risen to prominence through the success of his bloody campaign against guerrillas in the Zacapa and Izabal districts in the east of Guatemala. In pursuit of victory, he’d never shown the slightest inclination towards restraint – his two nicknames, ‘Jackal of the Oriente’ and ‘Butcher of Zacapa’, were a testament to that. But his success in the countryside had driven the rebels into Guatemala City itself. And so the inhabitants of the sprawling capital had to endure the curfews, kidnappings, shootings, hijackings and bombings that defined life under Arana’s State of Siege. The ravines around the city were used to dump the corpses in; a particularly gruesome haul of bodies in a cave on the side of a nearby volcano earned it the description the ‘Clandestine Cemetery’, while the Motagua River that ran through the city became known as the ‘Arana Highway’ because of the number of bodies that floated downstream.

At a loss, John Weymes compared it to the Wild West. He imagined casting a second-rate western. It was easy. Arana was the sheriff, the left-wing terrorists were the baddies, the lawmen were the security forces, right-wing death squads were the vigilantes, and the
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Acclaim for Vulcan 607:



‘Big, heavy bombers. Some proper old fashioned heroism. And a triumph of ingenuity over limited funding. So far as I’m concerned, it has the lot, and to cap it all, it reads like fiction when it’s actually fact. I more than enjoyed it, it could have been written specially for me’ Jeremy Clarkson



‘Exciting and breathtakingly pacy … this is exactly how modern history should be written’ Andy McNab



‘Gripping, endlessly fascinating detail. I read the book in one sitting: it is an utterly compelling war story, brilliantly written’ Simon Winchester



‘A masterwork of narrative history. Brilliantly described, the story of an impossible British mission is a compelling one; it’s telling long overdue’ Clive Cussler



‘If the last bombing epic that you remember was the Dambusters’ Raid, this is the book for you … White tells a story that has scarcely been told before, one full of hidden dangers and pitfalls …the raid itself reads like a thriller full of nail-biting reverses … it is tensely absorbing to read how nearly it came unstuck …We’ve come a long way since Biggles’ Daily Mail



‘Gripping … It was and remains the longest range air attack in history. The task was simple. The means by which it was achieved, White demonstrates, was mind-bogglingly complex, sometimes chaotic, occasionally farcical and never less than fascinating’ Guardian



‘The author’s great success is telling the story so compellingly that at times it reads like a work of fiction. The text underlines the enormity of the challenge of mounting the raid, the team effort involved and the resources and ingenuity put into its execution. A cracking good read which really takes the reader into the cockpit’ Aircraft Illustrated



‘Vulcan 607 deserves to become an aviation classic’ Len Deighton



‘Through meticulous research, and interviews with the personnel involved, Rowland White has now recounted one of the most amazing aviation feats ever …With breakneck pace, the author describes the gargantuan effort required to get a single Vulcan over the target …a most thrilling read’ Air Forces Monthly



‘Vulcan 607 is one helluva great flying story. Rowland White’s gripping narrative reads like a suspense thriller, yet every word is true’ Stephen Coonts



‘Ingenuity, guts, skill, planning and vision … the title doesn’t do justice to the content of the book. The author provides a good background to the entire conflict, politically, strategically, tactically and from a Port Stanley point-of-view and he’s done it all without crass jingoism’ Flypast



‘Engaging, exciting … This is a remarkably complete and evocative book. White deftly traces the Falklands conflict and its accompanying geo-political framework …a most worthy tribute to the men and aeroplanes’ Aeroplane



‘These flyers weren’t only stratospherically skilled, they must have been, by several orders of magnitude, braver than you or I. Flying, for them, was about ceaselessly pitting cold-eyed skill against rearing disaster’ Top Gear



‘Pacey, gripping, well-researched …a real page-turner … an excellent historical record of what was the longest attack mission ever carried out’ Royal Air Force Historical Society Journal



‘Vulcan 607 is an exceptional account of a little known RAF operation during the Falklands War in 1982. It captures perfectly the tension, fear and excitement of the crews involved and whilst I read it, I felt as though I was living the mission with them. Written like the very best thriller, it draws the reader into the exclusive world of a combat crew in a unique and truly gripping way’ John Nichol



‘Absolutely riveting … Don’t miss this one!’ Dale Brown





