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Preface

After the Falklands conflict a tranche of official documents was released, giving more insight into the actions and events of that brief period in 1982 when the nation was at war. Many of the documents were heavily censored through redactions, and others were kept under wraps as top secret, so that a full understanding of those events could not be gained. Journalists and MPs pursued the facts behind the controversial sinking of the Argentinian cruiser General Belgrano, helped by a senior civil servant who was subsequently arrested, and gradually the full story emerged. Senior officers who had been engaged in the conflict published their memoirs, but official secrets restrictions meant that little new information emerged on vital questions about the sinkings, either because some relevant documents were still classified as top secret or because sensitive knowledge held by individuals who had signed the Official Secrets Act could not be disclosed if it was deemed to be damaging to the national interest. More recently, especially after the passing of the Freedom of Information Act in 2000, some documents have been declassified and others have had many of the redactions lifted. In the case of HMS Sheffield, survivors and families of men lost pressed for the full details of what happened, and in 2017, for the first time, a largely unredacted version of the board of inquiry report was released and the true story emerged. 

Still, there remained many unanswered questions, and apart from in Sheffield ’s case, there were big redactions in the released versions of the official reports into the losses of ships during the conflict. In the case of HMS Ardent, even a heavily redacted version of the official report into her loss had not been released. Through freedom of information requests made by the author, most of the facts are now available, many of which are published for the first time in this book. As well as a wealth of previously unpublished detail about the events leading to the sinking of six British ships, there are startling disclosures about the reasons for the loss of Ardent and Atlantic Conveyor.

Disclosures requested by the author under the Freedom of Information Act were in some cases refused under the provisions of the act. Examples of such information included that which would endanger the physical or mental health of any individual, e.g. graphic details of the way in which a crewman died, which would be distressing to survivors who bore witness and relatives and friends of the victim; sensitive personal information about survivors; witness statements, which are withheld so that witnesses can speak freely knowing that their evidence will not be disclosed within their lifetimes; and information that would prejudice the capability, effectiveness or security of any relevant forces.

The accounts given in chapters 3–8 of this book (relating to the sinking of British ships) are based mainly on the board of inquiry reports and associated correspondence and the first-hand reports of those present (given for example in books that they published or in oral testimonies now archived in the Imperial War Museum). In the case of chapter 2 (the sinking of General Belgrano) official reports requested from the Argentine Navy were not made available, and the narrative is largely based on first-hand testimonies, Foreign and Commonwealth Office reports on the incident, the HMS Conqueror Report of Proceedings, and information revealed in books by Stuart Prebble and Mike Rossiter. The author has drawn conclusions about the reasons for the losses, which in some cases deviate from, or add to, those given in the board of inquiry reports. The first chapter provides an overview of key events in the conflict, whilst the final chapter draws broad conclusions from chapters 2–8 and identifies lessons learned.

Grateful thanks are due to the staff of The National Archives and the Ministry of Defence Freedom of Information Records and Information Rights teams for their help in providing many of the documents on which this book is based, and to the senior officers present who published their accounts of the conflict. I would also like to thank my publisher at Osprey, Marcus Cowper, for his encouragement and helpful suggestions, my production editor, Gemma Gardner, for her attention to detail and bringing the book to production, and John Osmond (who served during the conflict), for discussions on fire control systems, weapons and sensors.


1

Going to War

The Falklands conflict came at a good time for the Royal Navy, some might say. Prolonged periods of peace are not always good news for the armed forces. Whilst few would want to be accused of war-mongering or welcome going to war, especially those who had experienced it, the attrition of resources in peacetime defence budgets meant reduced capability, fewer personnel and weaker promotion prospects. In the days of the sailing navy most of the fleet would be laid up, with many officers finding themselves ‘on the beach’ with only half-pay and no prospects. In the steel navy things were different, with more job security and a bigger active fleet during peacetime. In the post-war era, the Cold War, with its ever-present Soviet threat, provided a buffer, and the fleet was larger than it otherwise would have been, despite there being no direct combat. But as defence reviews came and went, the Navy got smaller and smaller.

The 1981 defence review was no exception, and was particularly brutal for the Navy, which would bear 75 per cent of the cuts. The United Kingdom faced a severe economic downturn, at a time when the USSR was continuing to build up its armed forces. The architect of the review was John Nott, the new Conservative defence secretary, who decided to place emphasis on ground and air forces and slashed the size of the future fleet, which would concentrate on its NATO anti-submarine role. The brand-new aircraft carrier Invincible would be sold to Australia. The assault ships Intrepid and Fearless would be withdrawn without replacement. Nine of the Navy’s 59 escorts would be decommissioned, from the County, Leander and Rothesay classes, whilst others would be placed in reserve in the standby squadron, which was still declared as part of Britain’s NATO commitment. Plans for a new class of air-defence destroyers were abandoned. With Trident set to replace the Polaris inter-continental ballistic missiles, greater reliance was once again to be placed on the strategic nuclear deterrent as the counter to the Soviet threat, together with an increased nuclear-powered attack submarine fleet, which would expand from ten to 17 boats, albeit at the expense of conventional submarine numbers.1 The ice patrol ship Endurance, the Navy’s only regular presence in the Falkland Islands and Antarctica, would be paid off, as would four Royal Fleet Auxiliaries. The cuts meant that parts of the Navy’s infrastructure could be rationalized: Chatham and Gibraltar dockyards would be closed, whilst Portsmouth would be downgraded from a major dockyard to a much smaller fleet repair and maintenance organization. There would be a phased redundancy programme for Royal Navy personnel, with a total cut of between 8,000 and 10,000 personnel (about 13 per cent of the total) and large cuts in the dockyards’ workforces. 

On Friday 2 April 1982, Portsmouth dockyard workers arrived for work in the morning and many received their redundancy notices, part of cuts that would reduce the workforce there from 6,900 to 1,300. Ironically, on the same day, Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands, and unlimited overtime was immediately instituted in the dockyard to prepare ships for a task force which would be sent south to recapture the islands. The redundancy notices were withdrawn as the workforce set about preparing the aircraft carriers Hermes, which was undergoing a dockyard-assisted maintenance period, and Invincible, which was having operational defects put right whilst her crew were on Easter leave. Over that weekend aircraft were flown onto the two carriers as they were stored, loaded with armaments and fuelled, and the essential maintenance tasks were hastily completed. On Monday 5 April they sailed from the port on the 8,000-mile passage to the South Atlantic.2 In Devonport, Chatham and Gibraltar other ships were being hurriedly equipped for the task force, with the frigates Alacrity and Antelope sailing from Devonport, and Yarmouth and Broadsword from Gibraltar, on the same day that the carriers left Portsmouth, and many other ships were to follow. 

The Falklands conflict took most people by surprise, although tensions between the United Kingdom and Argentina over sovereignty of the islands had recently escalated after two centuries of disputed ownership. The islands had first been sighted by a number of navigators in the 16th century, but the first British landing there was made in 1690 by Captain John Strong, of HMS Welfare, who named the strait between the two main islands Falkland Sound, in honour of Lord Falkland, Treasurer of the Navy. The islands offshore of South America had been confirmed as Spanish in the 1713 Treaty of Utrecht, but the French settled there in what they called les îles Malouines in 1764 and the colony was claimed for France, a step which brought strong protests from the Spanish. In the following year Captain John Byron of the Royal Navy claimed the islands for King George III, as the Falkland Islands, and in 1766 a British settlement was established on West Falkland. However, in 1767 the French accepted Spanish claims to the territory and their colony on East Falkland was handed over. In 1770 the small British marine garrison at Port Egmont was forced by the Spaniards to leave. Intensive negotiations between the two countries resulted in Britain returning to Port Egmont in 1771, but Spain subsequently reserved the right to sovereignty and the British settlement was abandoned in 1774, despite continued British claims to the islands. 

The islands remained as the Spanish colony of Islas Malvinas until Argentina, which had achieved independence from Spain in 1816, laid claim to them. An Argentinian colony was established and a governor appointed, leading to protests by Britain in 1829, which reasserted its claims to sovereignty. In 1831 a dispute over the arrest of American sealers accused of poaching led USS Lexington to intervene and destroy fortifications at Puerto Soledad. The Americans declared the islands free of sovereignty before sailing away. In 1832 an Argentinian garrison landed in an attempt to re-establish Argentinian sovereignty in defiance of the British claims. HMS Clio and Tyne arrived under the command of Captain John James Onslow and evicted the Argentinian garrison with no loss of life, and reasserted British claims to the islands. The civilian population was invited to stay, and most did, to be joined by Scottish colonists who arrived to establish sheep farms after the islands were declared a crown colony in 1841.3 

Argentina continued to lobby for the possession of the Falklands/Malvinas with varying degrees of intensity. In the 1960s the lobbying became particularly intense and there were also a number of unofficial and official incursions by small groups of civilian and military Argentines. In 1965 the United Nations passed a resolution specifying the islands as a colonial problem and called on Britain and Argentina to find a peaceful solution. Talks continued, on and off, for the next 17 years, with Britain showing some signs of flexibility in its stance but insisting that any solution had to meet with the approval of the Falkland Islanders. In October 1975, the British government tasked Lord Shackleton (son of the Antarctic explorer Sir Ernest Shackleton) with an economic survey of the Falkland Islands. The Argentinian government reacted furiously and refused permission for Lord Shackleton to travel via Argentina. Later the ship transporting Shackleton to the islands, the RRS Shackleton, was fired upon by the Argentinian destroyer ARA Almirante Storni. In 1976 Argentina set up a scientific base on Southern Thule in the South Sandwich Islands and stayed put despite diplomatic protests by the UK. This was a precursor to the South Georgia operation of March 1982. In late 1980 the Falkland Islanders rejected the one remaining solution of lease-back for a fixed period. They considered themselves British and saw no advantage from Argentinian control.

Amid economic turmoil and domestic unrest in Argentina new leaders came to the forefront of the military junta, which had gained power in 1976, and General Leopoldo Galtieri, commander-in-chief of the army, became president of the country in December 1981. Argentina was experiencing 13 per cent unemployment and 130 per cent annual inflation. The ‘disappeared’ of Argentina comprised many thousands of civilians abducted, tortured, imprisoned, or murdered. Popular sentiment that the ‘Malvinas’ were part of Argentina was whipped up. Diplomatic negotiations were ramped up, but the UK did not expect the Argentines to invade. Admiral Jorge Anaya, head of the navy, encouraged a military solution to the Falklands issue, and the subsequent invasion can be explained as a diversion to distract Argentines from poor economic conditions and harsh military rule. The Argentines did not expect the UK to retaliate and try to take back the islands. If there was to be a conflict, US and European military analysts at the time predicted that Argentina had a good chance of winning.

The first episode in the conflict started on 19 March 1982 when a party of about 41 scrap metal workers and some service personnel arrived at Leith, South Georgia, aboard the Argentine Navy transport Bahía Buen Suceso and raised the Argentinian flag. They came on the pretext that they would salvage scrap metal from the derelict whaling station at Grytviken, but their presence was provocative. In response, the ice patrol ship Endurance sailed from Port Stanley, the capital of the Falkland Islands, for South Georgia on 20 March, carrying two Wasp helicopters and her own Royal Marines detachment of 12 men, and arrived at Grytviken on 23 March to monitor the Argentinian activity. On the following day the Argentine Navy sent a corvette to take up station between South Georgia and the Falklands, in order to intercept Endurance if she succeeded in taking off the Argentines at Leith. The latter received more direct support the next day with the arrival of a party of Argentinian marines who landed at Leith from the naval transport Bahía Paraiso. 

On 26 March a squadron of Argentinian warships, led by the aircraft carrier Veinticinco de Mayo, sailed for exercises with the Uruguayan Navy. Aboard the landing ship Cabo San Antonio was a marine infantry battalion, whilst the destroyer Santísima Trinidad had embarked a marine commando unit. It was on that day that the Argentinian junta made the decision to invade the Falklands in Operation Azul, targeting 1 April for the landings, a date that would be put back by 24 hours because of bad weather. In view of the escalating situation the nuclear-powered attack submarine Spartan was ordered on 29 March to embark stores and weapons at Gibraltar for deployment to the South Atlantic, and her sister ship Splendid was ordered to deploy from Faslane the following day. Rear Admiral John ‘Sandy’ Woodward, flag officer of the Royal Navy’s First Flotilla, was at Gibraltar exercising with 16 destroyers and frigates, and was ordered to prepare plans for the deployment of a task group to the South Atlantic. On 31 March the UK government received intelligence of the planned invasion and the first sea lord, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Henry Leach, was instructed to prepare a task force to be sent south whilst diplomatic attempts to achieve a peaceful resolution continued. Endurance was ordered to return to Port Stanley after landing a party of 22 marines at Grytviken to protect the British Antarctic Survey personnel and maintain watch on Leith.4

The Argentinian assault on the Falkland Islands started at 03.00 on 2 April when the submarine Santa Fe landed 20 commandos to secure a beachhead at Stanley. Eighty commandos landed from the destroyer Santísima Trinidad and assaulted Government House and the empty Royal Marine barracks. After a brief resistance by the Royal Marines at Government House, the governor Sir Rex Hunt surrendered to the superior force. At 06.30 the main force of Argentinian marines disembarked from the landing ship Cabo San Antonio to help secure the airport and the harbour area. The aircraft carrier Veinticinco de Mayo, with 1,500 army troops on board, remained just outside Stanley harbour. Meanwhile Argentinian troops had landed by helicopter on South Georgia Island: the outnumbered Royal Marines shot down an Argentinian Puma helicopter and slightly damaged the corvette Guerrico before surrendering. On Sunday 4 April the nuclear-powered attack submarine Conqueror sailed from Faslane for the South Atlantic and on the following day the vanguard of the task force, including the aircraft carriers Hermes and Invincible, sailed from the UK, and was soon followed by more ships. On 9 April the requisitioned P&O liner Canberra sailed from Southampton carrying the 3rd Commando Brigade (3 Commando) under the command of Brigadier Julian Thompson.
 
 

Map 1: The deployment of the British task force to the Falklands, 1982
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The Argentines used the period between invasion and the earliest likely date of British return to reinforce the islands both in supplies and in building up troop levels to approximately 11,000, as well as constructing defences. The airfield at Stanley was secured and warning radars set up. A significant garrison was established at Goose Green on the west side of East Falkland and an improvised air base was created on Pebble Island.

On the day of the invasion, many of the British destroyers and frigates involved in the large training exercise Exercise Springtrain, off Gibraltar under Rear Admiral Woodward, were ordered south. They were joined by Hermes and Invincible, carrying Sea Harrier fighters and helicopters, additional destroyers and frigates from the UK, as well as amphibious ships, Royal Fleet Auxiliary tankers and stores ships, and merchant ships that were taken up from trade for use as troopships, transports, salvage tugs and repair ships.

There were also the three nuclear-powered submarines to cover the surface ships and, when later stationed just off the Argentinian mainland coast, give early warning of air raids launched from mainland bases. In overall command of the South Atlantic Task Force, Commander-in-Chief Fleet Admiral Sir John Fieldhouse was based at his headquarters at Northwood near London. Woodward commanded the carrier task group (also known as the carrier battle group) while Commodore Mike Clapp was in command of the ships of the amphibious task group. The Royal Marines of 3 Commando would be backed up by the 5th Infantry Brigade (5 Brigade) under Brigadier Tony Wilson, and Major General Jeremy Moore would take overall command of the land forces.
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On 11 April a small group of British ships led by the destroyer Antrim left Ascension Island with Royal Marines and SAS troops on board to recapture South Georgia, which was achieved by 26 April. The Argentinian submarine Santa Fe, which had been re-supplying the Argentinian garrison on the island, was abandoned there by her crew and captured by the British forces following an attack by helicopters from Antrim, Plymouth, Brilliant and Endurance. The UK declared a 200-nautical-mile maritime exclusion zone around the Falkland Islands on 12 April and this was extended to a total exclusion zone on 30 April, which then covered aircraft and ships of all nations. It was on this latter day that the carrier task group entered the exclusion zone.

On 1 May Special Boat Squadron and Special Air Service troops were inserted on East and West Falkland. On the same day, Stanley was attacked by both Royal Navy and RAF aircraft, and the Argentines reacted with air raids on the warships of the task force. At the same time the Argentines were trying to conduct a co-ordinated attack by two groups of warships. One was led by their aircraft carrier and the other by their sole cruiser General Belgrano, an elderly ex-American ship. Meanwhile British nuclear-powered submarines had been trying to track both of these groups. The submarine Conqueror made contact with General Belgrano and her escorts, reporting this to fleet headquarters. She closely followed the group and later received permission to attack the cruiser outside the total exclusion zone. On 2 May Conqueror manoeuvred to attack, firing three straight-running torpedoes. Two hit, and the General Belgrano sank within an hour with the loss of over 320 lives.

On 4 May Sea Harriers attacked the Port Stanley and Goose Green air strips. The Argentines clearly wanted to avenge the loss of their cruiser and to do so they used the most capable weapon in their armoury, the air-launched Exocet missile carried by Super Étendard jets from a mainland base. The jets approached the task group at low level before going to higher altitude to gain radar contact on British ships. One ship was selected as a target and, despite detection of the jets by ships in the group, the Exocet missile found the destroyer Sheffield. The missile hit the ship centrally, causing widespread disruption and fires, and 20 deaths. Sheffield had to be abandoned and sank a few days later.

On 9 May two Sea Harriers attacked the Argentinian intelligence-gathering trawler Narwal operating within the exclusion zone. The crew abandoned ship and she later sank. Two days later the frigate Alacrity sank the Argentinian transport Islas de los Estados in Falkland Sound. On 12 May 12 Argentinian Skyhawks attacked the frigate Brilliant and destroyer Glasgow: two were shot down and a third crashed into the sea trying to avoid Sea Wolf missiles fired by Brilliant. Glasgow suffered damage from a bomb passing directly through her hull without exploding: this put her out of action for three days as temporary repairs were effected. On the same day the requisitioned liner Queen Elizabeth 2 left Southampton with 5 Brigade, including mainly Gurkhas and Welsh Guards, aboard.

On 7 May the main amphibious task group set sail from Ascension Island for the Falklands. On 18 May the British Cabinet gave approval for amphibious landings, because the diplomatic negotiations brokered by the Americans and the United Nations had broken down. At an early point in the planning it became clear that a landing on East Falkland was desirable for several reasons, not least it being a little further from Argentinian air bases than West Falkland and also where the main occupying Argentinian forces were established. A number of options for the landing beach were considered, but San Carlos emerged as the best choice because its separation from Stanley gave the best chance of successful landing and build-up of troops. A further factor was the landlocked topography of the inlet, giving a degree of defence against Argentinian air attack. The amphibious force included two assault ships, five landing ships and a number of requisitioned merchant ships including the liner Canberra. These carried the landing force, which was formed of most of 3 Commando, largely consisting of Royal Marines and Parachute Regiment troops. The amphibious group also had a number of destroyers and frigates whose tasks included close escort of the amphibious force, naval gunfire support for the troops once landed and diversionary attacks to deceive the Argentines. 

The force moved forward and entered Falkland Sound on the night of 20/21 May. Marines and paratroopers of 3 Commando made unopposed landings at four separate points around San Carlos: 4,000 troops were put ashore without any casualties. The Argentines reacted by launching air attacks. One frigate of the covering force, Ardent, was hit by bombs dropped by Skyhawks and subsequently sank, whilst the destroyer Antrim and frigate Argonaut were hit and seriously damaged. As the British troops consolidated their positions ashore, the ships defending the amphibious force came under further air attacks. On 23 May the frigate Antelope was hit, and two unexploded bombs became lodged within the ship. During attempts to defuse one of these bombs, it exploded and Antelope sank.
 
 

Map 2: The principal sinkings and troop movements during the Falklands conflict
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Ominously, 25 May was Argentina’s national day, for which her aircraft carrier Veintecinco de Mayo had been named. The British expected that the enemy would make a special effort that day, and unfortunately this prediction proved to be correct. Fierce attacks by enemy aircraft led to the losses of the destroyer Coventry, which was bombed, and the aircraft transport Atlantic Conveyor, which was hit by two Exocet missiles whilst screening the two British aircraft carriers
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