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        Yorke Bay had two beaches, a deep beach on its eastern side, past Yorke Point, marked on the map as
        ‘obstructed’ (Purple Beach) and a shallow beach on its western side (Orange Beach). We put an Observation Post
        on the deep beach but the Argentinian landing (marked by a black arrow) was at the shallow beach.
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        1).Land at Port San Carlos 21 May mid-pm
      


      
        2).Clear Knob and start move to Cerro Montevideo, occupied 22–24 May
      


      
        3).Move back to PSC and dig in 25–28 May
      


      
        4).Move to area of Camilla Creek House, then on to Darwin and Goose Green 28 May–2 June
      


      
        5).San Carlos, looking for 42 Commando
      


      
        6).Re-join 42 Commando at Mt Kent 3 June
      


      
        7).Occupy Mt Challenger 5–11 June
      


      
        8).Mt Harriet 12–13 June
      


      
        9).Advance to Stanley 14 June
      


      
        10).POW processing and supervision at Airport, 15–21 June.
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          	29 March
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          	5 April
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          	42 Commando moves to Cerro Montevideo
        


        
          	24 May

          	Return to Port San Carlos by LCU
        


        
          	25–8 May

          	J Company digs in at Port San Carlos
        


        
          	28 May–2

          	June J Company sent by 3 Commando Brigade to support 2 Para at Goose Green
        


        
          	3 June

          	J Company rejoins 42 Commando on Mount Kent
        


        
          	5 June

          	At around 2.00am J Company sets out to take up a position on Mount Challenger. Atrocious
          weather – katabatic winds, followed by a ‘white-out’ – forces the Company to halt part way along the route.
          The position is reached at last light
        


        
          	6 June

          	11 Troop, J Company, sets out for Wall Mountain, again encountering terrible weather
        


        
          	6–11

          	June J Company remains in position on Mount Challenger and Wall Mountain
        


        
          	11–12

          	June Battle for Mount Harriet
        


        
          	12–14

          	June 10 and 12 Troops occupy positions on Mount Harriet; 11 Troop remains on Wall
          Mountain
        


        
          	14 June

          	11 Troop rejoins the rest of J Company, who are helicopter lifted to the lower slopes of
          Mount Tumbledown. The Company then advances past the ruins of Moody Brook barracks, entering Stanley in the
          late afternoon. Argentine forces surrender at 9.00pm Falklands Time that evening
        


        
          	
            15 June
          

          	J Company begins disarming Argentine prisoners by the cattle-grid on Airfield Road
        


        
          	16 June

          	10 Troop, J Company (former members of NP 8901) raise the Falklands flag at Government
          House
        


        
          	17–21

          	June J and L Companies process Argentine prisoners for repatriation
        


        
          	22 June

          	Embarkation on SS Canberra. J Company disbanded, with 10 Troop once more becoming NP 8901
          (1982–3)
        


        
          	12 July

          	Return to the United Kingdom
        


        
          	11 October

          	Awards list fails to give any honours to NP 8901 for the defence of Stanley
        


        
          	18 October

          	Naval Party 8901 disbanded
        

      
    

  


  
    Glossary


    
      
        
        
      

      
        
          	APC

          	Armoured Personnel Carrier
        


        
          	Artillery

          	The 105mm light gun - with a range of 17,200m - was the main artillery weapon used by the
          British Land Forces in the recovery of the Falklands; the 155mm gun used by the Argentinians had a range of
          20,000m
        


        
          	BAS

          	British Antarctic Survey
        


        
          	Bergen

          	Rucksack used by the military
        


        
          	BFT

          	Battle Fitness Test
        


        
          	Bivvie (or Basha)

          	An improvised shelter made from a waterproof poncho, supported by rubber bungies and
          rocks
        


        
          	BV

          	Tracked, articulated over-snow vehicle
        


        
          	Bootneck

          	Slang for a Royal Marine
        


        
          	Carl Gustav

          	84mm medium anti-tank, shoulder-held recoilless weapon. On 2 April 1982 we had two of them
          -and they were the most powerful weapons in our armoury
        


        
          	Chinook

          	Large, twin-rotor helicopter with a payload of 10 tons
        


        
          	CO

          	Commanding officer
        


        
          	Commando

          	Either a person who has passed the Commando Course, or a battalion-sized unit of Commando
          trained personnel, about 700-strong, commanded by a Lieutenant Colonel. Normally comprised three rifle
          companies plus supporting weapons
        


        
          	Coy

          	Company: three Rifle Troops and a Company HQof up to 120 men, commanded by Captain or
          Major
        


        
          	CP

          	Check point or command post
        


        
          	CSM

          	Company Sergeant Major
        


        
          	CVR

          	Combat vehicle reconnaissance
        


        
          	DF

          	Defensive Fire - adjusted artillery, mortar or machine-gun fire by troops in defensive
          positions
        


        
          	
            DQMS
          

          	Detachment Quartermaster Sergeant
        


        
          	DSM

          	Detachment Sergeant Major
        


        
          	FCO

          	Foreign and Commonwealth Office
        


        
          	FIBS

          	Falkland Islands Broadcasting Service
        


        
          	FIDF

          	Falkland Islands Defence Force
        


        
          	FIGAS

          	Falkland Islands Government Air Service
        


        
          	Fire and Manoeuvre

          	Also known as ‘pepper-potting’, an infantry tactic whereby one group of men advances by
          zig-zagging forward whilst another provides covering fire
        


        
          	First Light

          	On the day of the Argentine invasion, on 2 April 1982, this was at 7.20am Falkland Islands
          Time; on 22 May, J Company, 42 Commando’s first full day on the Islands, it was at 8.40am; on 12 June, during
          the last stages of the battle for Mount Harriet, it was at 9.00am
        


        
          	FOO

          	Forward Observation Officer
        


        
          	FUP

          	Forming-Up Position
        


        
          	Galley

          	Kitchen
        


        
          	GH

          	Government House
        


        
          	GPMG

          	General Purpose Machine-Gun. A man-portable, 7.62mm belt-fed machine gun, with an effective
          range of 800m
        


        
          	HE

          	High explosives
        


        
          	HMG

          	Heavy machine gun
        


        
          	HMS

          	Her Majesty’s Ship
        


        
          	Hydrographer

          	A Naval Surveyor (HMS Endurance was part Survey Ship)
        


        
          	LADE

          	Lineas Aereas del Estado, an Argentine state-owned airline based in Comodoro Rivadavia
        


        
          	Last Light

          	On 1 April 1982, the day before the Argentine invasion, it was at 6.40pm Falkland Islands
          Time; on 21 May, the day of the landing at Port San Carlos, at 5.10pm; on 11 June, the night of 42 Commando’s
          attack on Mount Harriet, at 4.55pm
        


        
          	LCU

          	Landing Craft Utility – a landing craft capable of carrying up to 200 men or 22 tons of
          stores
        


        
          	LMA

          	Leading Medical Assistant
        


        
          	LSL

          	Landing Ship Logistic - roll-on, roll-off ship manned by the Royal Fleet Auxiliary
        


        
          	
            MILAN
          

          	Crew-portable, wire-guided, heavy anti-tank weapon - useful for bunker-busting - with an
          effective range of 2,000m
        


        
          	MOD

          	Ministry of Defence
        


        
          	Mortar

          	A crew portable bomb thrower. The 81mm mortar used by British Land Forces in the recovery of
          the Falklands had a range of around 6,000m; the 120mm heavy mortar used by the Argentines a range of around
          7,500m. The 2in (51mm) mortar issued to Naval Party 8901 only had a range of about 500m (we had two of them
          in 1982 but one was broken and had not been replaced)
        


        
          	NCO

          	Non-Commissioned Officer. All ranks from Lance Corporal to Warrant Officer
        


        
          	NP

          	Naval Party
        


        
          	OC

          	Officer Commanding
        


        
          	O Group

          	Orders Group - gathering of staff to receive commander’s instructions
        


        
          	OP

          	Observation Post
        


        
          	Pucara

          	Argentine ground attack aircraft
        


        
          	Rapier

          	A British surface-to-air missile
        


        
          	RN

          	Royal Navy
        


        
          	‘Royal’

          	Affectionate slang for a Royal Marine
        


        
          	RRS

          	Royal Research Ship
        


        
          	Sangar

          	A protective wall built of stone or peat blocks constructed on ground too hard to dig into or
          when trenches were likely to flood
        


        
          	Sea King

          	A medium lift helicopter
        


        
          	Section

          	A group of eight or nine Marines, commanded by a Corporal, comprising a rifle group of six
          men and a gun group of three men with a GPMG. Because of manpower and weapons restrictions NP 8901 operated
          six-man sections, only some of which had a GPMG
        


        
          	Sixty-six

          	A 66mm shoulder-held, light anti-tank weapon
        


        
          	SLR

          	Self-loading rifle. A 7.62mm rifle with a magazine of 20 rounds
        


        
          	Stanley

          	
            Stanley and Port Stanley are often used interchangeably for the Falkland Islands’ capital. We have followed Falklands’ usage and Ordnance Survey designations in describing the capital as
            Stanley, and the stretch of water north of it, up to The Narrows, also known as Stanley Harbour, as Port
            Stanley
          
        


        
          	Start Line

          	A line on the ground, usually a natural feature, which marked the start line for an
          attack
        


        
          	Time

          	All times given are local to the country in which the events are being described. Falkland
          Islands Time is four hours behind Greenwich Mean Time. We have usually used am and pm in preference to the
          24-hour clock
        


        
          	Troop

          	A group of between 30 and 34 Royal Marines (usually comprising headquarters and three
          sections), commanded by a Lieutenant or Second Lieutenant (the Royal Marines equivalent of an Army
          platoon)
        


        
          	‘White-out’

          	Mist or cloud that totally restricts all-round vision
        


        
          	Yomping

          	Royal Marines’ slang for long-distance marching difficult terrain carrying full kit
        

      
    

  


  
    

    Foreword


    
      This is a story of leadership, steadfastness, and courage in the face of adversity.
      It is told by Major Mike Norman, the commander of Naval Party 8901 (NP 8901 for short), the Royal Marines
      Detachment in the Falkland Islands when the Argentines invaded on 2 April 1982, in collaboration with military
      historian Michael Jones. As the reader will discover, the adversaries that troubled NP 8901 were not confined to
      the Argentines, but included the British government in the shape of the Ministry of Defence (MOD), and the
      Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO).
    


    
      The Argentine invasion coincided with the handover between the outgoing NP 8901 and Norman’s incoming NP 8901;
      the latter were complete in Stanley, the capital, by 29 March 1982. By agreement between the two detachment
      commanders, Mike Norman, a tough and resolute character, took command of the whole, a total of some seventy
      officers, NCOs and Marines, on 1 April. The Argentines invaded the next day.
    


    
      As Norman and Jones relate, in the years preceding 1 April 1982, the role of NP 8901 had been changed a number of
      times. It was recognised that an overgrown platoon would be hard put to defend even Government House, let alone
      the whole Falkland Islands, against anything stronger than a company. One plan called for NP 8901 to take to the
      countryside and conduct guerrilla warfare until a relieving force arrived weeks later. This could only have been
      conceived by someone with sparse knowledge of the terrain and conditions on the islands. A case of ‘big hands on
      little maps, that’s the way to kill the chaps’. Another, no less fantastic mission, was to delay the invaders for
      three weeks to allow time for negotiations at the United Nations.
    


    
      This highly unsatisfactory state of affairs was rooted in the lack of any firm British policy towards the
      Falkland Islands, the lack of contingency plans, and no clear idea of what the Royal Marine Detachment was for,
      and therefore what equipment was needed. The headquarters of the Royal Marines in Whitehall had repeatedly over
      the years tried to obtain clarification on the role and purpose of NP 8901, this information had never been
      forthcoming, in part because the views on the future of the Falklands in British government
      and official circles were so diverse and contradictory. Consequently, Mike Norman found that the MOD approved
      plan for NP 8901 was somewhat deficient in the circumstances that he would actually face. It merely stipulated
      that he was to operate with the Falklands Islands Defence Force (FIDF), 40 volunteers stationed in Stanley and
      another 80 spread around the islands. This small force might be capable of handling a small incursion, but what
      it would do if the Argentines invaded in strength was another matter, and the solution smacks of plans made in
      the hope that they will never have to be put into effect. Throughout, the FCO policy appeared to be: ‘do nothing
      in the hope that the problem will go away’. The MOD were hardly better, not providing equipment that had been
      requested for years; such as 81mm mortars, and replacements for other damaged items. The MOD also failed to put
      pressure on the FCO to agree to a plan. In Mike Norman’s words: ‘The buck was then passed to the Marines’
      commander, whom the FO hoped “would have a clear idea of his responsibilities in such an event”, without offering
      him any further guidance on what those responsibilities actually were’. In effect the Marines were abandoned to
      their fate, and they knew it.
    


    
      At 11.00pm on 1 April, having been warned that a substantial Argentine force was approaching the Falklands, Mike
      Norman relates that:
    


    
      I called everyone together for a final briefing. It was the most difficult thing I have ever done in my life: to
      try and give convincing orders to men whom I knew had no chance of winning and who were very likely going to die.
      They knew that too – they were not fools. And I was convinced that most of us would surely die.
    


    
      One of the Marines listening to the orders remembered, ‘It was a death sentence, and yet we were all completely
      behind Mike Norman’. The briefing ended by Norman telling his men that they were going to be outnumbered and that
      on the morrow they would be fighting for their lives and for each other. This was followed by silence, and then
      to his amazement clapping and shouts of ‘Let’s get them! We’re off!’
    


    
      Meanwhile, as Norman and Jones recount, ‘Whitehall fiddled while the Falklands burned’. The only senior person in
      London who seems to have retained a sense of just what NP 8901 was about to face was Admiral Sir Henry Leach, the
      Chief of the Naval Staff and First Sea Lord. On overhearing the text of a platitudinous message to the Governor
      of the Falklands and the Marines of NP 8901 being proposed in 10 Downing Street, he told the Prime Minister that if he received such a message he would consign it to the waste bin, and lose all
      remaining confidence in Whitehall. At this stage Margaret Thatcher was only just beginning her journey to the
      realisation that far from being an inconvenient and unwelcome drain on the Exchequer, the armed forces were
      absolutely vital; indeed more important than any other arm of government, bar none.
    


    
      NP 8901 put up a gallant fight, vividly described by Mike Norman; 70 men against 2 battalions of Argentine
      marines (1,400 men) in armoured tracked amphibians (Amtracks), supported by artillery, and helicopters, plus at
      least a company of special forces, something like 25:1 in favour of the Argentines. Until ordered to surrender by
      Rex Hunt, the Governor, the Royal Marines of NP 8901 had agreed amongst themselves to fight to the end. The Royal
      Marines fought off repeated attempts by Argentine Special Forces to break into Government House; inflicting
      several Argentine casualties in the process. Thanks to the men of NP 8901 the Governor was not submitted to the
      indignity of being taken prisoner. Instead, accompanied by two officers he could walk forward under a flag of
      truce, to rebuke the Argentine commander, before reluctantly agreeing that, for the time being, an overwhelmingly
      superior force had prevailed.
    


    
      Eventually the whole of NP 8901 were evacuated by air to England, via Montevideo. On arrival they found to their
      disgust and rage that the UK press had swallowed hook, line and sinker the disinformation disseminated by
      Argentina that theirs had been a bloodless victory; without any resistance being offered by the Royal Marines.
      That combined with the humiliating pictures of Royal Marines lying on the ground at gunpoint, led to the canard
      that they had surrendered without a fight. Eventually this was corrected but not before at least one Member of
      Parliament started talking of court martial proceedings against members of NP 8901; without first having
      ascertained whether or not the media were correct in their assertions.
    


    
      By now a Task Force had been assembled and was in the process of sailing to the South Atlantic. NP 8901 was
      eventually offered the opportunity to join 42 Commando RM, which was a rifle company light, having detached M
      Company to retake South Georgia. What follows in Mike Norman’s story is in marked contrast to what went before.
      NP 8901 now formed part of J Company, under Mike’s command. They were firmly back with their Royal Marines
      ‘family’. They were no longer suffering the flabby whims of the palsied hands of ministers and officials in
      Whitehall on the helm of events. Instead, there was purpose and drive, exercised by their redoubtable Commanding
      Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux.
    


    
      A few days after landing at San Carlos, J Company was sent to reinforce the 2nd Battalion the Parachute Regiment
      at Goose Green, arriving in time to witness the surrender, but providing a welcome addition to the battalion’s
      strength had the Argentines not surrendered immediately as demanded by the new CO, Major Keeble; Lieutenant
      Colonel ‘H’ Jones having been killed the day before.
    


    
      After a few days, Norman and J Company re-joined 42 Commando on Mount Kent, and were sent to occupy the key
      terrain of Mount Challenger. Here, for the next eleven days and nights, amidst howling 80mph winds and driving
      snow, under sporadic shelling from Argentine 155mm guns, Mike Norman’s powers of leadership were as much in
      demand as they had been in the defence of Government House a few weeks earlier; as were the qualities of
      resilience of his Marines, surviving with no cover other than a poncho. Reading the account one is reminded of
      Napoleon Bonaparte’s dictum: ‘The first quality of a soldier is fortitude in enduring fatigue and hardship,
      bravery but the second’. Fortunately, the Royal Marines were all graduates of one of the toughest training
      regimes in the world, one that in its own way amply fulfilled the requirements of the second sentence of the
      above dictum; ‘poverty, hardship and misery are the school of the good soldier’. I know of few other troops that
      could have endured and survived what the Royal Marines faced during those eleven days.
    


    
      Mike Norman and J Company played an important part in the capture of Mount Harriet by 42 Commando; one of the
      most outstanding pieces of soldiering by any unit throughout the campaign. Eventually, they all marched into
      Stanley on 14 June 1982, on the way passing the ruins of Moody Brook barracks which they had left a mere ten
      weeks before. After the Argentine surrender, Mike Norman’s men were allocated what to them must have been a
      highly satisfactory task, disarming the thousands of Argentine prisoners – the biter bit.
    


    
      It is high time this story is told, and Mike Norman and Michael Jones tell it brilliantly.
    


    
      Julian Thompson
    


    
      February 2019?
    

  


  
    

    Prologue


    
      The nightmare always starts the same way. It is dark, and eerily quiet. I am
      commanding a detachment of Royal Marines. The enemy is approaching – and we are vastly outnumbered. There is no
      possibility of help; we are completely on our own. There is a tangible sense of menace – as if one could almost
      reach out and touch it. They are getting closer and closer, until they are all around us. We are surrounded and
      there is no way out. We know that we are all going to die. I hear one of my men call out. They are within yards
      of us now, and massing for the attack. I lift my Self Loading Rifle only to find the weapon has jammed. I
      struggle with it, bu t to no avail. It will not fire.
    


    
      I spent thirty years in the Royal Marines and after I left the Corps, in 1992, I would sometimes give talks about
      my experiences on the Rotary Club circuit. However the talk would not cover thirty years, but rather three
      months, from April to June 1982. It told the story of the Argentine invasion of the Falklands and of the return
      of the Task Force to recover the Islands.
    


    
      The Falklands War has the reputation of being played out, whether as a lecture topic or as a book, in a
      publishing world saturated with memoirs from every branch of the armed services. But all the accounts start the
      same way, with the despatch of the Task Force to regain the Falkland Islands for Britain. The circumstances that
      led up to the invasion on 2 April 1982, and the actual fight for Stanley, the Falklands’ capital, receive far
      less attention. And it is here that there are many new things to say. I should know – I was the commander of
      Naval Party 8901, the Falkland Islands’ garrison, when the Argentinians attacked.
    


    
      My Rotary Club talk was humorously entitled ‘Galtieri – My Part in his Downfall (with apologies to Spike
      Milligan!)’. But there was nothing humorous about our predicament at the beginning of April 1982. The British
      government would later claim that the Argentine invasion could neither have been predicted nor forestalled.
      Recently declassified documents, particularly the deliberations of the Joint Intelligence Committee, do not bear
      this out and confirm what all of us on the ground instinctively felt: that much more could and should have been
      done.?
    


    
      It is a sign of the professionalism of the Royal Marines under my command that my 1982–3 detachment all
      volunteered to return to the Falklands with the Task Force, forming the core of J Company in 42 Commando and
      fighting their way back into Stanley. There is a powerful symmetry to their story. Marines who were forced to lie
      down on the road in a humiliating posture of surrender would assist in the disarming of thousands of Argentinian
      troops on Stanley’s Airfield. Marines who were forced to watch the raising of the Argentine flag outside
      Government House would then return and run up the Falklands Flag on the very same flagpole.
    


    
      However, there is more to this tale than symmetry. My men’s courage was traduced in the immediate aftermath of
      the Argentine invasion. Although that injustice has, to some extent, been righted, their remarkable achievement
      against the odds was never honoured by decorations, as it should have been. I returned to the lecture circuit not
      just to tell a good story, but to pay tribute to their bravery. But there was a cost to this, and one that became
      more noticeable over time. Painful memories and feelings stirred up – and the nightmares began again. I wondered
      if I should call it a day.
    


    
      In January 2013 I travelled to Reed’s School in Cobham. I had been invited to talk to members of the third form
      and also the CCF about the Falklands War, as part of a panel which comprised Major General Julian Thompson,
      commander of 3 Commando Brigade, Commodore Mike Clapp, who headed the amphibious Task Force, Lieutenant Commander
      Tim Gedge, a Sea Harrier pilot and Commanding Officer of 809 Naval Air Squadron, and Lieutenant Colonel Phil
      Neame, of the Parachute Regiment, who fought at Goose Green (as commander of D Company, 2 Para). The event was
      organised by Julian Thompson’s stepson, Angus Harper.
    


    
      It was a fascinating day, with discussion and presentations ranging from the logistical problems of getting the
      Task Force out to the Falklands and the overall shape of the land campaign to up close and personal accounts of
      the fighting at Goose Green and Mount Kent. And when I spoke on the events of the Argentine invasion of 2 April
      1982, the response of Julian Thompson and Mike Clapp was simple: ‘A lot of that was completely new to us – write
      it up as a book!’
    


    
      Several years later I teamed up with military historian and author Michael Jones. Michael – a fellow of the Royal
      Historical Society and a member of the British Commission for Military History – had a dozen books under his
      belt, on subjects ranging from the Middle Ages to World War Two’s eastern front. He also had extensive experience
      working with veterans, particularly the Red Army soldiers who fought at the battle of Stalingrad and siege of
      Leningrad. We worked out a collaborative approach, one which would be far more than a
      ghost-writing project. We wanted to tell this story together.
    


    
      The book has three main components. Firstly, my own recollections and contemporaneous records as commander of
      Naval Party 8901 (1982–3) and later of J Company, 42 Commando. Secondly, the testimonies of the Royal Marines
      under my command, in both the 1981–2 and 1982–3 detachments of NP 8901, and those who then served with me in 10
      Troop, J Company. And finally, the broader archival record, particularly those documents recently declassified.
      The interested reader will find a list of primary and secondary sources used in the Bibliography. Neither of us
      are conspiracy theorists. Nor do we think that the riposte to a tale insufficiently told is to exaggerate
      casualties inflicted upon the enemy or engage in wild speculation about the British government’s motives. We hope
      that the story speaks for itself.
    


    
      The book is entitled The Falklands War: There and Back Again, and it is in the
      ‘There’ section that the weight of its content lies. We have been helped by members of previous detachments of
      the Falklands’ garrison – who have allowed us to flesh out the subtitle, The Story of Naval
      Party 8901, and many of the Falkland Islanders themselves. Individual debts of gratitude can be found in
      the Acknowledgements, but we would like to say a particular thank you to Major General Julian Thompson, who has
      provided the Foreword, and Major General Nick Vaux, who has read through the text and given helpful feedback.
    


    
      The Falklands War took place in atrocious conditions and posed enormous challenges, both in terms of logistics
      and terrain. And it amply demonstrated the professionalism, skill and self-belief of our armed forces. We hope
      that by the end of this book the reader will also have a better appreciation of the unique contribution of the
      Marines of Naval Party 8901 – and get a sense of what made the Falkland Islands so special for many who served in
      the detachment. It remains, for all of them, a cause worth fighting for.
    


    






    
      Michael Jones’s books
    


    
      The King’s Mother
    


    
      Bosworth 1485: Psychology of a Battle
    


    
      Agincourt: A Battlefield Guide
    


    
      Stalingrad: How the Red Army Triumphed
    


    
      Leningrad – State of Siege
    


    
      The Retreat: Hitler’s First Defeat
    


    
      Total War: From Stalingrad to Berlin
    


    
      Women of the Cousins’ War with Philippa Gregory
    


    
      The King’s Grave: the Search for Richard III with Philippa Langley
    


    
      After Hitler: the Last Days of the Second World War in Europe
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    Chapter 1


    A South Atlantic Posting


    
      It was mid-October 1981 and a small detachment of Royal Marines was gathering at RM
      Poole (the Royal Marines Camp at Hamworthy in the suburbs of Poole) under my command. It was known as Naval Party
      8901 and it would be travelling to the Falkland Islands the following March. We would be stationed there for
      twelve months – and I was very much looking forward to it.
    


    
      I was 38 years old. I had joined the Marines in October 1962 and commissioned fifteen months later, in January
      1964. I had seen active service in Aden in 1965 as a rifle troop commander – spending my twenty-second birthday
      fighting my way out of an enemy ambush, and subsequently, I was involved in the training of recruits and
      attending courses before qualifying as a mortar and anti-tank officer. I met my future wife Thelma in Singapore
      in 1969, whilst serving with 40 Commando and we married the following year. In May 1970 I received an assignment
      that would have a profound impact upon my life in the Corps, being posted for a year on HMS Endurance, as Officer Commanding its small detachment of twelve Marines.
    


    
      The Endurance was the South Atlantic ice patrol ship. It underwent its annual refit
      at Portsmouth Naval Base over the next few months, followed by a succession of sea trials in the early autumn,
      and we sailed for the South Atlantic on 26 October 1970 under the experienced Captain Rodney Bowden. The
      Endurance had a number of roles – ones that would make my own command varied and
      interesting. It acted as the Falkland Islands gunship and was a ferry to transport new detachments of Marines to
      the Falklands (the small force known as Naval Party 8901). It was also a survey ship, making soundings for Decca
      charts to investigate exposed rocks and shallow waters, checking what was shown on existing naval charts, a
      programme directed by the Chief Hydrographer to the Navy.
    


    
      We were part of a ship’s company of 16 officers and 111 men, including a group of scientists and my own Royal
      Marines detachment of 13. On our voyage south we showed the flag in a run of parades, guards of honour, cocktail
      parties and sporting fixtures at a number of places in South America. Our port call to Buenos Aires included a
      reception for members of the Argentinian navy. At this time, the British and Argentine
      governments were involved in discussions over the Falkland Islands and a raft of apparently co-operative measures
      were being put in place over education, the delivery of mail, access to medical facilities and the building of an
      airstrip to link the Islands’ capital, Stanley, to the Argentine mainland. On the surface at least, there was no
      sign of any tension.
    


    
      On our arrival off the coast of Antarctica one of our tasks was to assist the fourteen-strong Joint Services
      Expedition under Commander Malcolm Burley, sent to explore and map the remote Elephant Island, at the eastern end
      of the South Shetland Islands. I remember the ice cliffs, 400ft high, falling straight into the sea. And the
      profusion of wildlife was incredible: on one of the island’s western beaches we saw a colony of chinstrap
      penguins and a mass of elephant seals (no less than 1,800 were subsequently counted).
    


    
      Another particular highlight was relaying Christmas greetings to the round the world yachtsman Chay Blyth – in
      his 59ft ketch British Steel – off Cape Horn. Blyth was attempting to become the
      first person to sail non-stop around the world against the prevailing winds and currents. We had pushed through
      the atrocious weather on the Roaring Forties, the strong westerly winds of the southern hemisphere – usually
      found between the latitudes of 40 and 50 degrees – only to stumble upon Blyth almost completely becalmed. It gave
      us an opportunity to deliver a Christmas present to him (a bottle of malt whisky and a large carton of matches).
      Blyth was really happy to see us, putting up all his sails – ‘dressing’ his yacht – allowing Endurance’s helicopter to take some memorable photographs.
    


    
      Also memorable, in somewhat different fashion, was our visit to the Russian base in the Antarctic on New Year’s
      Eve, where an impromptu football match was held with our Cold War adversaries and much hospitality and drinking
      followed it, with plentiful caviar and an interminable series of toasts.
    


    
      I saw some incredible sights on my tour with the Endurance, including the Beagle
      Channel in Tierra del Fuego and the Lemaire Channel, in Antarctica, whose waters were as still as a lake, a rare
      occurrence in the storm-wracked southern seas. The Lemaire Channel is sometimes nicknamed the ‘Kodak Gap’,
      because its towering cliffs, shimmering in translucent blue, are so photogenic – but no camera could catch the
      awesome beauty of the place. I never forgot the incredible, dramatic scenery of the Antarctic.
    


    
      And the Falklands made a particular impression. I visited the Islands a number of times during my tour. The first
      was at the end of November 1970, when we made a six-day port call, and after the usual round of engagements –
      the parades, wreath-laying events, guards of honour, sporting fixtures and meeting local
      dignitaries (something that would happen at any port on a first visit) – I was invited to be a guest of the
      thirty-seven Marines of Naval Party 8901 stationed near the Falklands’ capital, Stanley. The Officer in Command
      there was Hugh Leicester, a good friend of mine (we had both played together in the Royal Marines rugby side) and
      I went off with Hugh to the Marines’ barracks at Moody Brook. The place was decrepit, but over my
      forty-eight-hour stay I never heard anyone complain about it: the detachment simply made do with what it had got.
      And my overall experience was remarkable.
    


    
      Alongside the regular Royal Marines garrison I found a hovercraft unit stationed at the Brook, the craft housed
      in a large corrugated iron shed. I was told it was on trial in the Falklands. It consisted of an SRN6 hovercraft,
      two pilots and ten crew: it was known as Naval Party 8902. Over the next two days I would have the chance to see
      it in operation and I was most impressed. For the craft was ideal for the difficult terrain of the Falklands,
      which in 1970 (as in 1982) had only 4 miles of hard road in Stanley and its environs and nothing much beyond it –
      and it performed most effectively.
    


    
      The unit had been brought to the Falklands in November 1967 – and a year later the Royal Navy reported in glowing
      terms:
    


    
      The versatility and reliability of this hovercraft has been amply demonstrated. The SRN6 undertook a voyage of
      nearly 1,000 kilometres around the Islands, partly through gale force winds and three metre-high waves, along
      exposed coasts – and completed it on schedule. During more than 500 hours of operations it has suffered no major
      breakdowns and has transformed communications in the Falklands, carrying mail and urgent messages to remote
      farms.
    


    
      The Islanders took the new detachment to their hearts, building hover-ways and storing fuel for the craft. And
      yet, NP 8902 was disbanded eighteen months after I had seen it in action. On 23 July 1972 the hovercraft was
      brought back to the United Kingdom for repairs and the MOD announced that it would not be replaced. It was a
      missed opportunity that this well-functioning detachment was not made a permanent part of the small defending
      force.
    


    
      I really enjoyed my stay with Hugh Leicester and his Marines. There was no sense of threat during my visit.
      Indeed, Hugh felt it necessary to compose a piece for the Falkland Times, explaining
      the importance of his Marines conducting live-firing exercises on the Canopus Peninsula as a way of maintaining the detachment’s combat readiness (one Falklander had complained vociferously about
      his picnic being disturbed). ‘Three days of firing during fifty-nine days of holiday, and the small inconvenience
      caused, is not an excessive premium to pay for the Islands’ insurance policy against hostilities’, he wrote. In
      fact, it seemed an ideal place for adventure training. The fishing was good, the shooting was good – all in all,
      it was a really unique environment. And I had my first thought: ‘I could do a year here.’
    


    
      A discordant note was sounded. In January 1971 the Endurance transported the new
      Governor of the Falkland Islands, Ernest Lewis (who was succeeding Sir Cosmo Haskard), from Montevideo in Uruguay
      (where he had been flown from London) to his new South Atlantic home. The Governor had military experience under
      his belt, serving with the Second New Zealand Division in the Middle East, from 1939–46, and was an experienced
      diplomat and former First Secretary in Pakistan and Sarawak. I remember standing on the bridge on the early
      morning watch of 8 January 1971. Lewis had asked to be called up as soon as the outline of the Islands came into
      view. We chatted about my general impressions of the Falklands – and then he suddenly turned to me, a look of
      concern on his face, and said: ‘How can the defences of Royal Navy Party 8901 be beefed up?’
    


    
      For a moment, I was taken aback. I sensed the Governor knew something that I didn’t. After a few moments
      reflection, I answered that a section of 81mm mortars would considerably strengthen its punching power. I had
      been the Mortar Officer in 40 Commando for two years (1968–9) and knew that their barrels had a range of 6,000m,
      in contrast to the 500m of the two light 2in (51mm) mortars possessed by the Falklands garrison, which Hugh
      Leicester had shown me – allowing all potential landing beaches near Stanley to be covered from the vicinity of
      the Marines’ barracks at Moody Brook.
    


    
      As I sailed towards the Falklands eleven years later I would learn that two of these tubes were on their way,
      along with the rest of our heavy baggage, but without ammunition or mortar specialists to accompany them. In the
      event, they did not get beyond Ascension Island. If we had had the time to train up our men, stockpile ammunition
      and deploy these weapons they could have made a considerable difference to our defensive capabilities.
    


    
      When Ernest Lewis spoke to assembled Falklanders in Stanley’s Town Hall later on the morning of 8 January he made
      a cryptic reference to the Islanders’ resilience, and how it might be necessary to call upon it in the future.
      However, Lewis did not repeat his comment about armament to me or share the thinking that had prompted it.
      Towards the end of March 1971 we picked up the new detachment of Marines from Montevideo and brought them to Stanley as the two Naval Parties changed over, one standing down and returning home,
      the other beginning its year on the Islands. The handover was a relaxed affair, with a string of social
      engagements in the Falklands’ capital. I liked the Falklanders’ lifestyle and their laid-back attitude, the
      all-pervasive aroma of peat-fires (which, on a favourable wind, one could smell even at a distance of two days
      out at sea). And once again I thought I could happily spend twelve months here, as commander of the resident
      Naval Party.
    


    
      My view was strengthened when, on 11 April 1971, the Endurance set out on a tour of
      East and West Falkland, meeting the Islanders at various settlements, enjoying their ‘smokos’ (the mid-morning
      breaks of coffee and a large assortment of homemade cakes that are so much a part of the Falklands way of life)
      and holding receptions on board the ship. It was nicknamed the ‘royal tour’ and we took the Governor to a number
      of the Islands’ settlements. We began with Port San Carlos, on the western side of East Falkland, up-river from
      San Carlos Water, a small sheep-farming settlement of around twenty people. On my first visit there, I was struck
      by the peaceful beauty of the place. Then we progressed to Hill Cove, on West Falkland, nestling on the sunny
      northern slopes of Mount Adam. As I met its settlers I felt a strong sense of continuity. Hill Cove was founded
      by Robert Blake of Crewkerne in 1889 and had remained in the family ever since.
    


    
      In 1971 (as in 1982) a settlement consisted of the ‘big house’ (the manager’s residence), cottages, bunkhouses, a
      shearing shed and access to a jetty to send and receive goods. Each household baked its own bread and churned its
      butter, whilst the men worked on the farm. Picturesque Roy Cove was at the head of a creek, with five houses, a
      bunkhouse, shearing shed and outbuildings. On West Point Island I marvelled at the stunning coastal scenery and
      the profusion of wildlife, the black-browed albatrosses and rock-hopper penguins. As I got better acquainted with
      the Islands, I found them different from anything I had encountered before, and yet oddly familiar, as if I had
      stumbled upon some little-known part of the Western Islands of Scotland. As we began our return journey to
      Portsmouth, at the end of April 1971, I vowed to return.
    


    
      On completion of my tour with HMS Endurance I served as second-in-command of M
      Company, 42 Commando, at Bickleigh Barracks, 8 miles north-east of Plymouth and was then responsible for a heavy
      weapons training programme (for all mortar and anti-tank specialists in the Royal Marines), which I ran for three
      years at the Commando Training Centre at RM Lympstone. From there, I went to Malta as Support Company commander of 41 Commando. This Mediterranean island became our base of operations – although
      involvement in NATO exercises would take us further afield, to Italy, Greece and Turkey.
    


    
      A particular highlight was the Trooping of the Colour at the St Andrews Barracks before our Colonel Commandant
      and Admiral of the Fleet, Earl Mountbatten of Burma, on 16 March 1977. I still remember Mountbatten’s easy
      informality as he spoke to the members of the unit and their families at the reception after the ceremony.
      Subsequently, I left 41 Commando to take up the post of Officer in Command, Royal Marines at the submarine base
      of HMS Neptune at Faslane, returning to Poole, where I made my interest in returning
      to the Falklands known. In the autumn of 1980 I began preparations for commanding Naval Party 8901, helping in
      the training of the previous detachment, led by Major Gary Noott. The Military Secretary of our Drafting System
      let me know that I would be next in line and my appointment was formally confirmed on 22 June 1981.
    


    
      I now had time to read up on the Falklands and go through some of the recent intelligence reports. But I was in
      for a shock. The Naval Party was a military force, albeit a very small one. In the past, it had always had the
      support of HMS Endurance. The ship had her own detachment of thirteen Marines. And
      she was able to deploy helicopters – two Whirlwinds, able to carry AS 12 surface missiles, in 1970, and two
      Wasps, with the same weapons capability, in 1982. These were useful against small assailants, patrol boats or a
      surfaced submarine. The Endurance was painted bright red and known affectionately as
      the ‘Red Plum’. On my tour in 1970 her two World War Two vintage Oerlikon machine guns were only able to let off
      a few rounds in any live-firing practice before they jammed up. But the ship possessed excellent radio signalling
      equipment and remained an important presence in the region nonetheless.
    


    
      However, within days of my appointment the government announced that the Endurance
      would be taken out of service at the end of April 1982, as part of a round of cost-cutting measures. As a result,
      we would be the first Naval Party to man the Islands without a Royal Navy support ship. The Endurance would disappear a month into our posting. It was a most worrying development – and I
      found it hard to digest its implications. Grasping at straws, I imagined that another warship might be brought
      down to the South Atlantic from time to time or even that a submarine could be stationed off the Falklands if
      relations with Argentina deteriorated. Whitehall, looking to reduce its commitment to the Islands, had no plans
      to put either of these measures into effect.
    


    
      That summer, I was given access to low-level Foreign Office intelligence summaries. They mostly focussed on
      internal politics within Argentina and took the view that military action against the Falklands was unlikely, and
      that economic sanctions were the worst that could be expected. There was little discussion of the Falkland
      Islands themselves, the fears and concerns of the Islanders or the state of play in the negotiations with the
      Argentine government.
    


    
      To get across to my Marines why a small garrison presence was necessary on the Islands, I intended to draw upon
      my own recollections and also the ‘Briefing Notes’ provided to each commander of Naval Party 8901. It contained a
      number of maps, a copy of the newspaper, the Falkland Times and some geographical and
      historical details:
    


    
      It began: ‘The Falklands form an archipelago in the South Atlantic, consisting of two large islands and about 780
      smaller ones.’ In total, East and West Falkland cover an area about the size of Wales, the coastline deeply
      indented with beaches and harbours. For a first-time visitor, it is the sheer remoteness of the place that leaves
      the biggest impression.
    


    
      ‘The Islands are found at the eastern end of the Straits of Magellan and some 280 miles to the west of them is
      the Argentine province of Patagonia. About 800 and 1,300 miles to the south east are South Georgia and the South
      Sandwich Islands, dependencies of the Falklands.’
    


    
      Visiting these places, one feels on the very edge of the world. But a mass of statistics would hold little
      meaning for the men under my command. To engage them, I needed to keep the picture straightforward. The Falkland
      Islands are on the same latitude south that the United Kingdom is north, but the weather is far harsher. One can
      get periods of snow, rain and bright sunshine within a matter of hours, each succeeding the other incredibly
      rapidly. ‘All four seasons in one day’ is a typical comment, alongside: ‘If it is not raining, wait twenty
      minutes’.
    


    
      Then there are the Islands’ dependencies. South Georgia – more than 800 miles to the south-east – has no
      permanent inhabitants, although it has been used by transient workers from the whaling industry and its capital,
      Grytviken, houses a small scientific research community (thirty men forming the British Antarctic Survey team).
      It is at least three days’ sailing from the Falklands and on a normal posting, the men of the Naval Party would
      be unlikely to visit it. However, for some of the Marines of the previous (1981–2) detachment of NP 8901,
      alongside those of the Endurance, this bleak place would come to hold a compelling
      significance.
    


    
      The South Sandwich Islands, a further 500 miles south-east of South Georgia, are mountainous, volcanic and
      covered in glaciers. They are uninhabitable, or perhaps I should say largely uninhabitable, for their very
      remoteness has tempted Argentina into establishing tiny, covert bases there from time to time. One of these was
      set up on the aptly named Deception Island in February 1953 and, once discovered by HMS Snipe, was promptly dismantled by its Royal Marine detachment on the express orders of British
      Prime Minister Winston Churchill. Churchill’s response was robust: ‘This encroachment represents far more than a
      nuisance’, he told the House of Commons. ‘It is a clear infringement of our sovereignty.’ And he was prepared to
      tough out the inevitable Argentine protests on the international stage.
    


    
      In November 1976 Argentina installed another base upon Southern Thule. When this was located, the Labour
      government of James Callaghan was more cautious. Marines from HMS Endurance were only
      told to put it under observation, rather than remove it by force. This would prove a serious mistake.
    


    
      As I was preparing to take up my command in the summer of 1981, most people in the United Kingdom were unaware of
      exactly where the Falklands were and stories of goings-on in the southernmost reaches of the South Sandwich
      Islands would have been met by blank stares and incomprehension. Although my tour on the Endurance had given me a sense of the region’s geography, Southern Thule was hardly on my radar
      either. The British government only made the news of the Argentinian base public in May 1978, when it was
      described as a temporary outpost set up solely for the purpose of meteorological observation. We were told that
      the situation would be resolved through diplomacy. There didn’t seem too much to worry about.
    


    
      Only this was all an Argentine pretence. It was not a weather station at all, but a military base – information I
      only learnt many months later, and which left me incredulous. In 1976 Argentina had flown in troops to construct
      a barracks and a powerful wireless station – and they ran up their national flag in front of these buildings. All
      this had been reported back to Whitehall. It is worth quoting Falklands Governor Rex Hunt on the matter:
    


    
      In 1976 the Argentines established a base on the South Sandwich Islands without prior reference to the British
      authorities and in violation of British sovereignty. The United Kingdom protested but did nothing more. When it
      became clear that the British government was not going to react strongly the Argentines
      proceeded to build up their base … constructing accommodation for over a hundred men, fuel tanks, a large hangar
      and a heavy-lift helicopter pad. Apart from a formal complaint once a year, Britain continued to do nothing. It
      is difficult to escape the conclusion that this was one of the factors that led the Argentines to believe that if
      they invaded the Falklands, the United Kingdom would not respond.
    


    
      Rex Hunt had gleaned his information from over-flights conducted by HMS Endurance’s
      helicopters and had then passed these reports back to the Foreign Office. There was now an additional military
      threat, for whereas the distance from the military bases in southern Argentina to South Georgia was over 1,100
      miles, the Argentine marines stationed in Southern Thule were less than 500 miles away, and could – if necessary
      – be used to engineer a new flag-raising incident to test Britain’s resolve. But all this was for the future.
      From the latter half of 1978 I would read occasional comments about Southern Thule in the press and, from time to
      time, wondered what was happening there. However, in the summer of 1981 my eyes were set firmly on the Falkland
      Islands.
    


    
      In contrast to the bleak wilderness of South Georgia and the South Sandwich Islands, the Falklands sustain a
      settled population and a pastoral economy. Its inhabitants are sometimes known as ‘kelpers’ (seaweed gatherers)
      and anywhere outside of the capital, Stanley, is called the ‘Camp’ (derived from the Spanish word Campos, meaning ‘country’). I had already met many Falklanders, both in Stanley and the outlying
      settlements, and in 1982 they totalled around 1,800 people. Nearly all were of British origin and most traced
      their origins back to the nineteenth century. I found them friendly and hospitable, always ready to welcome
      Marines into their homes.
    


    
      I loved the Falklands’ quietness, the sheer tranquillity of the place. Before 1982, its most important military
      association was with a naval battle fought nearby on 8 December 1914, when the four German cruisers of Admiral
      Graf von Spee’s East Asia Squadron were sunk by a British fleet. If von Spee had not been intercepted he would
      have attacked the Islands and possibly made them a German colony – and the anniversary of the victory is
      celebrated every year in Stanley. As we prepared for our posting there, the British had held ownership and
      possession of the Falklands for nearly 150 years.
    


    
      The ‘Briefing Notes’ listed some significant dates. Early sightings of the Islands had been attributed to a
      British captain, John Davis, in 1592. Almost a century afterwards, it was a British sailor
      who first set foot on them. The two main Islands were properly discovered by the Plymouth sea captain John
      Strong. Strong was sailing to Chile and had been driven off course by a violent storm. He found himself of the
      northern tip of the islands – and made a landing there on 27 January 1690.
    


    
      ‘Here are many good harbours’, Strong wrote appreciatively. ‘We found plenty of fresh water and killed an
      abundance of geese and ducks. As for wood, there is none.’ The Islands were uninhabited and Strong was the first
      recorded person to land there. He charted the sound between the two main islands, named it after the First Lord
      of the Admiralty Lord Falkland, and then sailed on.
    


    
      In 1764 a French nobleman, Antoine de Bougainville, landed north of the present site of Stanley, on East
      Falkland, on 3 February 1764. De Bougainville and his band of Frenchmen built a small fort, which they called
      Port Louis, and formally claimed the islands on behalf of King Louis XV. They called them ‘Les Malouines’, and
      the Argentinian name for the islands, ‘Las Malvinas’, is the Spanish derivation of this.
    


    
      Early in 1982 these were just distant historical facts. But in subsequent visits to the Islands I was able to
      inspect the remnants of this settlement at Port Louis, kindly shown round by Falklander Peter Gilding, who owned
      the property. I saw the fortified ‘Governor’s House’, whose firing slits had later been converted into windows
      and whose gun positions could still be examined (the remnants of one cannon were partially buried in the
      grounds). By then, such determined defence measures had acquired a greater significance.
    


    
      At almost the same time, the British conceived a similar venture. Commodore John Byron was sent by the Admiralty
      to survey the islands and claim them for Britain. Byron – the grandfather of the poet – arrived on Saunders
      Island in West Falkland nearly a year after the French, on 15 January 1765, and – completely unaware of their
      presence – hoisted the Union Jack. ‘I named the whole of His Majesty’s Isles, which I claimed for the Crown of
      Great Britain, its heirs and successors’ Byron wrote. He named his own landing place Port Egmont. ‘This is one of
      the finest harbours in the world’, he added, ‘a place where the whole navy of England might ride here, in perfect
      security from the winds.’
    


    
      It is easy to underestimate the vision and determination of these early explorers and settlers. In many of the
      books I have subsequently read, Byron’s claims for Port Egmont are dismissed as self-serving and fanciful. And
      yet when I met with the Hydrographers who had been surveying the Falklands on the Endurance when I arrived in Stanley at the end of March 1982, they confirmed
      his account of Port Egmont as entirely accurate. ‘It formed a huge natural harbour’, one told me, ‘that was
      bigger than Scapa Flow, providing a safe anchorage where a multitude of ships could be refitted and resupplied.’
    


    
      Byron’s report had an immediate impact. The Admiralty was moved to comment: ‘The islands are of considerable
      strategic importance; indeed they hold the entry key to the Pacific Ocean, and trade with Chile and Peru. Their
      possession will be most lucrative.’ The British government saw the value in establishing a garrison there but was
      reluctant to pay much for it, eventually settling on a detachment of around twenty Marines. The following year
      Captain John McBride was sent out to consolidate Byron’s landing, and he built a small fort and established a gun
      battery, with orders to eject any other settlers on the Islands. For the first time, a force of British Marines
      was stationed on the Falklands, supplied by the Royal Navy sloop Favourite.
    


    
      Then a new player entered the game. Under the Treaty of Utrecht – signed more than fifty years earlier – Spain
      asserted control of its traditional territories in the Americas. It now attempted to include the Falklands within
      its remit, and in 1767 reached a deal with De Bougainville, who ceded the colony of Port Louis in return for a
      substantial cash payment. It was named instead Puerto Soledad and a Spanish governor and settlers arrived from
      Buenos Aires (at this time part of Spanish South America). Two years later Spain – less inhibited by financial
      constraints – made military preparations to evict the British. It gathered an invasion fleet of 5 frigates,
      carrying around 1,400 men, and dispatched them to Port Egmont.
    


    
      On 8 June 1770 the Spanish commander, General Juan Madariaga, summoned the small British garrison of two officers
      and twenty-one Marines to surrender:
    


    
      Finding myself with an incomparably superior force of troops, artillery and ammunition well able to reduce any
      regular fortification, with fourteen hundred men ready for disembarkation, of which five hundred and twenty-six
      are choice regular troops, I find myself obliged to instruct you to quit your establishment – and if you do not
      execute these orders amicably, I will oblige you by force, and you will be answerable for all the ill-effects of
      such an action.
    


    
      In return, his British counterpart, Captain George Farmer, strengthened his fortifications and requested the
      Spanish leave Port Egmont immediately. If they did not, he informed them that he would fight ‘with all means at
      his disposal’. On 10 June Madariaga began his assault. ‘That morning some
      of the Spanish troops and artillery landed about half a mile north of us’, Farmer wrote, ‘while the rest put out
      from their frigates in small boats, and came into the cove, covered by the fire from their ships – which opened
      up on the blockhouse. We fired back …’ After a spirited defence Captain Farmer and his Marines bowed to the
      inevitable. The heavily outnumbered commander eventually quit the settlement ‘under protest’ and the Spanish took
      possession of Port Egmont.
    


    
      On one of my subsequent visits to the Falklands, I stayed with David Pole-Evans on Saunders Island and stood
      amidst the ruins of this first British settlement on West Falkland, whose stone wharf, storehouse and outlying
      walls are still visible, alongside a small Royal Marines graveyard. I reflected upon the courage of Farmer and
      his small detachment, who continued to resist the invader at Port Egmont even when faced with overwhelming odds.
    


    
      The Spanish action provoked uproar in the British Parliament. There was real indignation, not only at the
      invasion but also at the government’s failure to foresee and prevent it. Thomas Thynne, Viscount Weymouth, the
      Secretary of State for the Southern Department (the forerunner of the Foreign Office) was forced to resign and a
      naval force gathered at Portsmouth. For the first time, but not for the last, the recovery of the Falklands had
      become a matter of national honour.
    


    
      When the Spanish saw our fleet assembling, they began negotiations in earnest and a diplomatic compromise was
      reached, where Britain was allowed to return to Port Egmont (Marine Lieutenant Samuel Stransham raised the Union
      Flag once more on 16 September 1771). The force of Marines stationed there was later disbanded, for financial
      reasons, in 1774 – but our claim to the Colony was never given up.
    


    
      A lead plaque was left on the garrison’s blockhouse door, its commander – Captain Clayton – stating defiantly:
      ‘Be it known to all nations that the Falkland Islands, with this fort, storehouse, wharf and harbour . are the
      sole right and property of His Majesty King George III of Great Britain … in witness whereof this plate is set
      up, and his Britannic Majesty’s colours left flying as a mark of possession’. It makes for moving reading,
      testimony to an unbowed determination to keep the Falklands British. A replica – installed by the Falkland
      Islands government in 1995 – can now be viewed amidst Port Egmont’s scattered ruins.
    


    
      In 1810 the United Provinces of Rio de la Plata, the forerunner of present-day Argentina, removed the Spanish
      settlers from Puerto Soledad. They were replaced by some from Patagonia. In 1831 much of this new settlement was
      destroyed by a US gunship and two years later two British warships (the Tyne and
      Clio, under the command of Captain James Onslow) expelled its remnants and put the
      Islands once more under British control, first appointing a naval officer to oversee them and then, from 1841, a
      Governor.
    


    
      From 1833 Britain remained in continuous possession of the Falklands, establishing a colonial administration in
      1842 and in 1908 declaring sovereignty over the uninhabited territories further south: South Georgia and the
      South Sandwich Islands. Day to day administration was largely carried out by the Falkland Islands Company – which
      was granted a charter by Queen Victoria in 1852 – and sheep would be the company’s salvation and wool the source
      of most of the settlement’s income. In 1851 there were only a 1,000 sheep on the islands; by 1880, there were
      435,000. And with the sheep came the settlers, many of them shepherds from the Scottish Highlands and Islands,
      whose new home bore a remarkable similarity to the one they had left behind
    


    
      My ‘Briefing Notes’ emphasised that the British had asserted a claim to the Falklands in 1765 and never renounced
      it. They subsequently reasserted it in 1833, when they permanently settled the Islands. It was clearly stated
      that continuous possession over time constituted a right of ownership and the ‘Notes’ concluded with the
      principle of self-determination enshrined in the United Nations charter, that the elected representatives of the
      Falklands had made clear the Islands’ population firmly desired to stay British.
    


    
      For the Royal Marines under my command, no long history lesson would be necessary. Britain’s long-term possession
      of the Islands and the wishes of the inhabitants were all that really mattered. Argentina’s own claim on the
      Islands was a matter for international diplomacy. But the loss of the Endurance at
      the end of its 1981–2 tour would change the balance of power in the region. As I waited for my Marines to
      assemble, two questions were on my mind: what exactly was the military role of my Naval Party and how likely was
      Argentina ever to use force against it?
    


    
      My ‘Briefing Notes’ ended at the beginning of 1966, when Naval Party 8901 had just come into being. I knew
      something of its history, alongside the experiences of those who had served in it. Its formation was the result
      of the unauthorised landings of two Argentine aeroplanes (one in 1964, the other in 1966) on Stanley’s Racecourse
      – at this stage, the Falklands capital did not have its own Airport (the town acquired a temporary airfield on
      Hookers Point, with a runway made of aluminium planking, on 14 November 1972; and a permanent Airport on Cape
      Pembroke, with a paved runway 1,250m long, on 1 May 1979).
    


    
      The first incident occurred on 8 September 1964. An Argentine pilot, Miguel Fitzgerald, landed his Cessna light
      aircraft on the Racecourse, planted his national flag, handed over a letter addressed to ‘The Occupying British
      Government’ – and then took off again. It appeared the one-off action of an eccentric – but it coincided with the
      opening of discussions on the Falklands by the United Nations Special Committee on Colonialism and the Islanders
      were understandably nervous.
    


    
      As a supportive gesture, a twenty-nine-strong Royal Marine detachment from the Antarctic patrol vessel HMS
      Protector (HMS Endurance’s predecessor) disembarked at
      Stanley on 19 November 1964 and stayed on the Falklands for the remainder of its posting. Captain Pat Troy led
      the detachment: he said that ‘they wanted to reassure the townspeople and give additional training to the
      Falkland Islands Defence Force (the FIDF)’. The Marines maintained a high profile: it was the Corps’ tercentenary
      year (it was founded on 28 October 1664) and Troy immediately held a big party in Stanley’s Drill Hall for the
      town’s residents. ‘It went down very well indeed’, he added, ‘and soon our small force felt integrated within the
      community.’
    


    
      In March 1965 the Governor, Sir Cosmo Haskard, reported to the Falkland Islands Council that ‘many members of the
      FIDF are now receiving weapons instruction from the Royal Marines and a more concentrated form of training has
      been introduced.’ Captain Troy and his men also had orders to start renovating the ruined wireless station at
      Moody Brook, west of Stanley. It was to be a home for a small force of Marines who would be permanently stationed
      on the Islands – known as Naval Party 8901.
    


    
      The first NP 8901 arrived in the Falklands at the end of March 1965. The Governor had wanted its strength
      retained at around thirty men, but the MOD disagreed, largely on financial grounds: its preference was to
      encourage self-defence by focussing on the militia. So it was a small Royal Marines training team, and one of its
      main tasks was to continue instructing the FIDF. It could in no sense be called a garrison – it was only at
      section strength, consisting of a commanding officer (normally a Captain) and five Marines. In June 1966 the
      Governor, putting a brave face on things, told the Falklands Assembly: ‘In the past year the effectiveness of our
      Defence Force has considerably improved, assisted by the presence of the Royal Marines stationed in Stanley, and
      an annual training camp run by the Marines is proving popular and useful.’
    


    
      However Argentina had noticed that the number of Marines in Stanley had dropped from twenty-nine, in the
      immediate aftermath of Fitzgerald’s flight, to six, and later that year a more serious confrontation was to
      occur. On 28 September 1966 a group of nineteen armed Argentinian nationalists from the
      ultra-right Condor group took over a DC 4 aircraft and forced its pilot to make an
      unofficial landing, once again on Stanley’s Racecourse. They knew that the Governor of the Falklands was absent,
      on a visit to London, and the Protector was not in port. After a brief stand-off
      between the hijackers and the FIDF and Marines, who surrounded the plane, the situation was diffused and the
      nationalists departed from the Islands. But the incident was alarming (the Marines’ commander Captain Ian Martin
      and Falklands Police Sergeant Terry Peck were briefly captured) and the British government was left shaken by it
      all.
    


    
      The Governor of the Falklands, Sir Cosmo Haskard, asked, once again, for more Marines and this time the MOD
      concurred, believing that ‘a token force of at least platoon strength [the Royal Marines equivalent is a troop,
      consisting of around thirty men] would deter such adventurist operations in the future’. It seemed a sensible
      precaution to reinforce the Falklands. In March 1967, Naval Party 8901 was enlarged to thirty-seven Marines –
      that is, one officer and thirty-six men. And in 1968, the Chiefs of Staff confirmed the posting as a year-long
      commitment, rotating on a volunteer basis. When the Naval Party’s support ship, HMS Protector, was withdrawn from service later that year, it was replaced by HMS Endurance.
    


    
      ‘A larger detachment of Royal Marines will be permanently stationed in Stanley’ Sir Cosmo Haskard told the
      Falkland Islands Council on 5 June 1967. And Naval Party 8901 was no longer merely an adjunct to the FIDF – it
      now had its own, independent, operational remit. The British government was well aware that Argentina could, if
      she wished, occupy the Islands in overwhelming strength – even with an enlarged Naval Party in place. So a
      ‘trip-wire’ system of defence was envisaged.
    


    
      ‘Trip-wire deterrence’ was a Cold War concept – put into effect in West Berlin – where a token force, in a place
      whose immediate defence was difficult to sustain, would put up a determined resistance and inflict casualties.
      And this resistance would warn of the will and resolve to mount a very strong retaliation if any attack by a
      hostile aggressor was made. That, at least, was the theory.
    


    
      In the case of the Falklands, my naval detachment’s strategic role was loosely defined as:
    


    
      To enable the seat of government to be continued in the event of hostilities and to provide [in case of invasion]
      a system of alternative, covert communications to and from the UK. To impede any incursion [of the enemy] that might affect the government [of the Islands] and endanger its community. And to
      maintain a cohesive presence in the event that the government is discontinued: in other words, to continue to
      resist.
    


    
      In 1967, when the strength of the Naval Party was boosted to thirty-seven Marines, the Royal Navy had the use of
      the Simon’s Town harbour and facilities near Cape Town in South Africa. This arrangement between the British and
      South African governments allowed a rapid response to any military action or threat to the Falklands: a
      substantial force could reach the Islands within a week. But at the height of Apartheid and United Nations
      sanctions against South Africa it was politically controversial. And with the ending of the Simon’s Town
      agreement eight years later, in June 1975, our position in the South Atlantic became much more vulnerable.
    


    
      In the summer of 1981 I had my own concerns, primarily around the loss of the Endurance, but did not understand how difficult the international situation actually was. The
      peaceful interlude I had enjoyed on my first visit to the Falkland Islands was, in fact, far from typical. The
      diplomatic cooperation between Britain and Argentina between 1969 and 1971 created a brief thaw in the tensions
      between the two countries. But it masked widely differing outlooks.
    


    
      I now realise Falklands Governor and seasoned diplomat Ernest Lewis feared it was only a matter of time before
      Argentina used the talks on improving communications and medical facilities to demand a resumption of
      negotiations on the sovereignty of the Islands. When it did so Britain would refuse, an impasse would be reached
      and Argentine behaviour would then grow more hostile – a danger Lewis was anticipating in our conversation on the
      bridge of the Endurance in January 1971. With the return of Juan Peron as Argentina’s
      president in September 1973 that danger became a reality.
    


    
      The increasing threat was certainly known within the higher levels of government. At the end of November 1973 the
      Joint Intelligence Committee (JIC) – the principal intelligence assessment body in the UK, comprising senior
      members of the MOD, Foreign Office and UK armed forces – reported that Argentine attitudes to the Falklands were
      hardening, and that for the first time ‘their government might be preparing contingency plans for an occupation
      of the Islands’. Such concerns were echoed by the experiences of those on the ground. Corporal John Adams, a
      member of Naval Party 8901 (1974–5), recalled:
    


    
      There were continuous alarms of one sort or another. We stepped up our patrols of the outlying settlements as
      there were fears that Argentina would make an unauthorised landing on East or West Falkland and take hostages.
      And the day I got married (to Falklander Marjorie Hume) in Stanley, on 20 December 1974, our detachment was on
      alert as it had been announced in Buenos Aires that a group funded by the newspaper La
      Cronica had chartered three or four Boeing 707s to land at the temporary airstrip and claim the Islands as
      Argentine.
    


    
      That month the Crónica had been running a campaign advocating an invasion of the
      Falklands. In the event, Adams’s wedding passed without mishap.
    


    
      In November 1977, the Committee warned that if negotiations broke down, there was a high risk of Argentina
      resorting to more forceful measures and that direct military action, although unlikely, could not be ruled out.
      In response to this report a covert military force was created. It consisted of a nuclear submarine, which was
      secretly dispatched to the vicinity of the Falklands, and two frigates, held in a ‘stand-off’ position, some 800
      miles away. It was kept in being for a couple of months and then disbanded.
    


    
      ‘The threat from Argentina was now a constant topic of conversation on the Islands’ recalled Major Ewen
      Southby-Tailyour, commander of the Royal Marine garrison in 1978–93. ‘They were sending aircraft to Stanley with
      far more pilots than were necessary, in order to practise landings and gain intelligence. I reported all this
      back to Whitehall.’
    


    
      But although various ideas were flung around, no long-term re-appraisal of the role and purpose of Naval Party
      8901 was undertaken. The detachment had been enlarged to a senior Captain or Major and forty-two Marines after
      the discovery of the covert Argentinian military base on Southern Thule, in the South Sandwich Islands, at the
      end of 1976 – a strength it would retain for the next five years. However, substantial reinforcements would now
      take more than three weeks to reach the Falklands (as a Chiefs of Staff Committee paper had warned as early as
      February 1976).
    


    
      In the summer of 1981 I did not appreciate the precariousness of our situation. Nor was I ever properly briefed
      on it. I encountered the occasional unsettling story in the press, and heard the odd comment from those who had
      served in the Falklands. That was all. And the information I received from the Foreign Office, whose low-level
      intelligence summaries were entirely different from the JIC’s deliberations, conveyed no hint of danger. Their
      consistent message was that Argentina would not resort to force whilst its dispute with Chile over islands in the
      Beagle Channel (which had brought both sides to the brink of armed conflict in 1978–9)
      remained unresolved. But I was aware that the detachment was poorly equipped to meet an invasion, should one
      actually occur.
    


    
      We were about to lose the support of the Endurance, her Wasp helicopters, detachment
      of Marines and superior radio-transmitting facilities. What we were left with would hardly form an effective
      deterrent. In addition to their self-loading rifles, the Marines had only five general purpose machine guns and
      two hand-held anti-tank weapons, one 4-ton vehicle and three Land Rovers. The barrel of one of our 2in mortars
      was cracked, rendering it unusable (a state of affairs that had existed since 1978) and although successive
      commanders of Naval Party 8901 had requested a replacement, it had never materialised. The level of armament was
      entirely insufficient, as Ewen Southby-Tailyour made clear:
    


    
      To remain a credible military force the Naval Party would need heavy machine guns to cover the landing beaches,
      mines to block the beach exits and explosives to crater the runway … stores of barbed wire, mortars to cover the
      approaches to Stanley, additional anti-tank weapons, enough vehicles to mobilize quickly and modern
      communications for internal command and control. And we would need a twenty-four-hour-a-day signals link with
      Whitehall.
    


    
      I knew that the likelihood of such military investment was remote. We were all conscious that the Defence Review
      of late June 1981 was a disaster for the Royal Navy. It outlined proposals to jettison the aircraft carriers
      Hermes and Invincible; to phase out the amphibious force;
      to get rid of 9 destroyers and frigates; to cut back between 8,000 and 10,000 men; to close the Naval Dockyard at
      Chatham and substantially reduce the work at Portsmouth Dockyard – all this alongside further reductions in naval
      shore bases, stores and depots.
    


    
      On reflection, it seems likely that – for the Argentine government – the imminent loss of our operational
      aircraft carriers conveyed a clear message over the Falklands. No British carriers would mean no air cover, no
      air cover would mean no British surface ships and no surface ships would mean no British landing force. In other
      words, if they invaded the Islands, we would soon lack the capacity to respond with effective military force.
    


    
      And then there was HMS Endurance. Amidst the carnage, Naval Party 8901 ’s support
      ship, our sole patrol vessel in the South Atlantic and Antarctic, would be consigned to scrap within the year.
      Foreign Minister Lord Carrington expressed his concern over the decision to withdraw the
      Endurance from service, emphasising quite rightly that: ‘Any reduction in our
      presence would be interpreted by the [Falkland] Islanders and the Argentines as a reduction in our commitment to
      the Islands and our willingness to defend them.’
    


    
      To his credit, Lord Carrington continued to protest the decision, but the MOD was adamant. The Endurance was seen as a ship that could be scrapped ‘without seriously damaging our defence
      capabilities’, even though its retention would cost, in the context of the Defence Review, only £2 million a
      year. A drive to make economies, come what may, supplanted any strategic considerations in the South Atlantic.
    


    
      In the Falklands, the news was greeted with considerable dismay. For the Islanders, the ship’s presence was a
      sign that the United Kingdom still cared about them. As one inhabitant of Stanley said to me on my first visit
      there, in November 1970: ‘When the Endurance comes into the harbour, flying the flag,
      I have the feeling that we are still part of Great Britain’. There was an immediate appeal to London. But for
      John Nott, Secretary of State for Defence, the ship was ‘foundering and falling to pieces’ and the MOD stuck to
      its position. In a House of Lords statement it confirmed: ‘The HMS Endurance will be
      paid off in 1982 and there are no plans to replace her. However, the Royal Marines garrison in the Falklands will
      be maintained at present strength – and from time to time Her Majesty’s ships will be deployed in the area.’
    


    
      I was genuinely worried by this decision. I had served on the Endurance and knew the
      importance of her presence in the South Atlantic. And most of us in the Royal Marines felt such pronouncements
      conveyed entirely the wrong message to the junta. It was an instinctive reaction – but documentary evidence would
      later support it. For Argentine intelligence reports had, by September 1981, concluded that ‘Britain was
      abandoning its protection of the Falklands’, and that the decommissioning of the Endurance, ‘vital for the support of the Marines stationed on the Islands, could not simply be
      interpreted as an economy measure in the British defence budget, since the implications for the Falklands and its
      small garrison were fundamental, and must instead be seen as a deliberate political
      gesture [my italics]’.
    


    
      To hold off an Argentine attempt on the Falklands for any meaningful length of time we required more manpower and
      equipment, not less. In July 1981 my predecessor, Major Gary Noott, requested that a mortar platoon, heavy
      support weapons and night sights be sent to the detachment. I had suggested to Gary the usefulness of having a
      section of 81mm mortars; advice I had first given to the Governor of the Falklands, Ernest
      Lewis, more than ten years earlier. However, the MOD chose neither to remedy the situation nor to strengthen our
      defensive capabilities. The British government seemed supremely confident that no military action would ever take
      place.
    


    
      And yet, recently released archives tell a rather different story. On 9 July 1981, a JIC report had warned that
      once the Argentine government concluded that negotiations were not producing any meaningful result, there was ‘a
      high risk of a resort to more forceful measures, in which Argentina might act swiftly and without warning, and
      that a full-scale invasion of the Falklands could no longer be discounted [my
      italics]’. The report could not have been clearer and should have set alarm bells ringing in Whitehall. Our
      government now had the opportunity to take sensible military precautions but, once again, it failed to act.
      Looking back on events, I read these words -– only shared at the time amongst a select few – with a sense of
      disbelief.
    


    
      The JIC recommended that to deter such a possibility, the measures of November 1977 should once more be employed,
      in other words the recreation of a covert naval force. This would again include the dispatch of a nuclear
      submarine to the vicinity of the Falklands and a force of four destroyers or frigates, to be held in a
      ‘stand-off’ position 800 miles from the Islands. Studying this report, many years later, I notice that the JIC
      had also urged that the Marines of the Falklands garrison be immediately reinforced. However, the Ministry of
      Defence – intent on making economies – declined to put any of this into effect.
    


    
      Such is the advantage of hindsight, and the full picture would only emerge over time. The function of the JIC was
      to advise the Prime Minister and the Cabinet and as I prepared to meet my Marines, in October1981, I was scarcely
      privy to its deliberations (some of which have only recently been declassified). The low-level intelligence
      summaries which I had been allowed to consult told me there was little to worry about. So I put my fears about
      the Endurance to one side, trusted that the government understood the situation
      better than I did and got on with the task in hand. I was still excited by my posting to the South Atlantic.
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 2


    Destination Falklands


    
      In October 1981 my outlook towards the Falkland Islands remained positive. I knew
      the previous commander of Naval Party 8901, whom I was replacing, Major Gary Noott – co-incidentally my
      predecessor on the tour of duty with HMS Endurance in 1970. I had already met the
      Governor of the Falklands Rex Hunt and his wife Mavis, and got on well with them. I remembered my good
      experiences some ten years earlier. I liked the Islands and the Islanders – and was looking forward to coming
      back.
    


    
      I felt a growing sense of excitement as the new Naval Party came into being. I had chosen as my second-in-command
      Lieutenant Bill Trollope, a wildfowler from Suffolk, whom I knew and respected. The Drafting System provided me
      with Colour Sergeant Bill Muir, a tough, self-reliant Scotsman, who would be the Detachment Sergeant Major (DSM)
      and Colour Sergeant Bill Aspinall, its Detachment Quartermaster Sergeant (DQMS) – both these men were from 45
      Commando. I was very happy with the choice and as a command team we all got on well together. The remainder were
      volunteers: two other Senior NCOs, seven Corporals and thirty Marines (the majority from 42 or 45 Commando) – in
      all, forty-two men under my command.
    


    
      Our period of preparation – known as the Pre-Embarkation Training (PET) – was staggered. It begun with a small
      group of us (Trollope, Muir, Aspinall and myself, alongside our Signals Sergeant Short, Signaller Marine
      Farnworth and Clerk Marine Turner) focussing on administrative and management duties, and gathering at Poole from
      19 October 1981. There was much to do: drawing up a comprehensive training programme, arranging for the transport
      of our heavy baggage, ordering stores and booking specialist courses. Sergeant Shepherd and the remainder of the
      detachment came together for five days of briefing, from 14–18 December, before taking Christmas leave.
    


    
      The bulk of our training took place over three sessions – two of one week, one of five – in the New Year, and was
      completed by 26 February 1982, the day of our Passing for Duty parade. We ensured that the men had mastered the
      use of the 15ft Gemini inflatable assault craft, important for use in the Falklands, and even sent our weapons
      instructor on a course so that he would be familiar with World War One vintage Vickers
      machine gun possessed by the Islands’ Defence Force. ‘I was preparing to go out there with entirely positive
      thoughts’, said Corporal Lou Armour. ‘I was told that there was a big opportunity for a lot of a field-firing,
      which was what I was interested in.’
    


    
      I focussed on building up skills and ‘bonding activities’. Once we got to the Islands we would need to make do
      with what we had got, and over a year’s posting, rely on each other more than we normally would. Survival skills
      on Dartmoor were particularly important, conducting marches and field-fire training amidst its bogs and tors, as
      its bleak, unforgiving winter landscape was very similar to the terrain we would be facing on the Falklands; our
      broader preparation consisted of briefings on the Islands themselves. The overall goal was to arrive on the
      ground ‘ready, willing and able to take on our commitments and maintain high military standards, showing
      flexibility, initiative and good team work’.
    


    
      The key to making the best out of the posting was to have plenty to do. In 1981, Stanley had no cinema, fast-food
      restaurant or nightclub. There were only six shops and three pubs. Its remarkable quietness was attractive for
      some, disconcerting for others. DSM Bill Muir and I envisaged a host of activities once we reached the Islands:
      fishing, hunting, walking, golf, even wreck spotting – anything to keep the men active and engaged during their
      one-year term. When Marine John Alden arrived with a portfolio of art work, I suggested he organised painting
      classes. Alongside this, a sound understanding of our role was required. Yet we never expected to be immediately
      thrust into a war.
    


    
      In December 1981, I gave them all a short introductory talk and showed a film of the Islands. Even simple facts
      can take a long time to sink in when they are not what one is accustomed to: for example, with a few exceptions,
      there are no trees or hedgerows on the Falklands. In January and February 1982, I brought in a succession of
      speakers. The most popular was Major Ewen Southby-Tailyour, a previous commander of NP 8901 (in 1978–9), who had
      also surveyed much of the Islands by sea and was able to put across his considerable experience of the Falklands
      with a light and humorous touch. ‘He was very generous with his knowledge of the place’, said Lieutenant Bill
      Trollope, ‘and gave us a good idea of what to expect from it.’
    


    
      Bill Trollope set out for the Falklands towards the end of January 1982, with our Signals NCO Sergeant Short, to
      prepare for the handover of detachments two months later. ‘We spent a few days in Buenos Aires’, Trollope
      remembered. ‘I had the distinct impression we were being watched and followed the whole time.’ Trollope and Short
      reached the Falklands on 2 February. Seventeen days later three more of my men – DQMS Bill
      Aspinall, Sergeant Shepherd and Corporal Pares – set out to join them. They passed through Argentina shortly
      before I received my Foreign Office briefing. Bill Aspinall remembered:
    


    
      We flew from London to Buenos Aires, where we stayed for three nights before continuing on to the Falklands. It
      was a frightening place to be in at this time and not because we were British – everyone felt it. On our drive
      from the airport to the city, along a five-lane highway, all the traffic suddenly juddered to a halt. We saw a
      man being dragged from his car. Our taxi driver told us it was the regime’s secret police making an arrest. The
      mothers of the ‘disappeared’ were marching daily in the centre of Buenos Aires.
    


    
      The brutality of the regime expressed itself in the systematic use of kidnappings, clandestine detentions,
      torture and executions without trial or record. The method – used in limited cases by the security forces and
      extreme right-wing death squads – was now refined and extended as part of an official strategy of repression.
      Regular meetings by high-ranking officers went over lists specially prepared for them by the secret police. These
      included all those men, women and children regarded as ideologically suspect. Suspects were dragged away, often
      in broad daylight, from their homes or places of work, or from restaurants, schools and churches. Inquiries by
      relatives then met with a wall of silence. The authorities claimed that the ‘so-called victims’ simply did not
      exist. They had become the ‘disappeared’.
    


    
      On 11 December 1981, when the head of the military junta (President Viola) was toppled by a new leader, Leopoldo
      Galtieri, the number of these arrests accelerated. Tall, broad-shouldered and with rugged features – accentuated
      by years of heavy smoking and drinking – Galtieri liked to cultivate a resemblance to George C. Scott, the actor
      who had played the part of the swashbuckling commander General Patton in the Hollywood movie of that name. But
      Galtieri shared few of the real-life Patton’s military skills. He was an opportunist – adept at taking the
      opportunities given to him by others. And he knew that he needed to distract the nation from the regime’s
      domestic failings. Alongside the political violence and unrest, the country’s economy was in utter chaos.
    


    
      DQMS Bill Aspinall continued: ‘Every calculating machine was rendered useless by raging hyper-inflation: they
      gave you the bill by manually adding two noughts at the end of the total.’ At the beginning of 1982 the rate of
      exchange between the Argentinian peso and the US dollar had rocketed from 2,000 pesos to the
      dollar to over 60,000 pesos, and by the time of Aspinall’s short visit inflation had reached 600 per cent, gross
      national output was down more than 20 per cent and a general strike was a real possibility. ‘It was the only time
      in my life I was a millionaire’ Bill Aspinall added. ‘I had been given an allowance of over 1 million pesos for
      the time we spent there.’
    


    
      The Argentinian daily La Prensa commented bluntly: ‘The only thing that will save the
      junta is a war.’ President Galtieri owed his position to the support he received within this junta from the navy
      representative, Admiral Jorge Anaya. And we now know that the price that he paid for this support was to give a
      free-hand to Anaya’s plans to regain ‘Las Malvinas’ for Argentina by force. Galtieri gambled that this was a risk
      worth taking. Properly managed, a successful occupation of the Islands would divert popular opinion away from the
      political repression and mishandling of the economy at home. Plans were originally made for January 1983, the
      150th anniversary of the founding of the British colony – encouraged by news of the British government’s
      intention to decommission its only small warship in the region, the Endurance, and
      sell its aircraft carrier Invincible to Australia. Soon the invasion plans would be
      brought forward again.
    


    
      The Argentine government had noticed that the intended replacement of the Royal Marines’ barracks at Moody Brook
      had not in fact materialised. The announcement that a new barracks would be constructed was made in July 1980,
      and was greeted nervously by Argentina, who saw it as a symbol of Britain’s military commitment to the Falklands.
      In secret talks near Geneva between Nicholas Ridley, the Minister of State at the Foreign Office responsible for
      the Islands, and his Argentinian counterpart, Deputy Foreign Secretary Carlos Cavandoli, two months later (on 10
      September) the matter was raised. Cavandoli said: ‘It would be helpful to the creation of a propitious atmosphere
      if the British government could undertake to remove the Royal Marines detachment as part of any agreement … on
      the Argentine side public opinion would be pleased’.
    


    
      However, it was confirmed in the House of Commons on 13 November 1980 that the rebuild was going ahead. In June
      1981 it was reported in the Falklands that a site, just off Airport Road, to the east of Stanley, had been leased
      to the MOD. Surveying had begun and plans were being laid: the buildings would be prefabricated in the UK,
      shipped to the Falklands and put up by a team of thirty Royal Engineers. The work was scheduled to start in
      September 1982. But the project was halted, on cost-cutting grounds, in January 1982.
    


    
      When I met with MOD officials later that January I was told that the rebuild had only been postponed, not
      cancelled. But a heavy weight of responsibility now lay upon Naval Party 8901. In a letter of 3 February 1982 (to
      the Beaconsfield Conservative Association) Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher declared robustly that the
      Endurance had ‘only a limited military capacity’, adding: ‘Our judgement is that the
      presence of the Royal Marines garrison is sufficient deterrent against any possible aggression.’
    


    
      Yet a ‘limited military capacity’ was better than none at all, and for the Argentines, a picture seemed to be
      falling into place. On 30 January 1982 HMS Endurance visited the port of Punta Arenas
      in southern Chile. During its stay there Captain Nick Barker was warned by senior members of the Chilean Navy
      that Argentina had now drawn up plans to invade the Falklands, plans which were likely to be put into effect
      within the next couple of months. This urgent warning was relayed to Whitehall, where it seems to have languished
      at the bottom of some civil servant’s in-tray. But by the beginning of February 1982 Admiral Anaya no longer
      believed that Britain had the will or the courage to defend its far-flung island dependencies. Naval Party 8901
      was monitored carefully – and I would find out that the Argentinians knew the names of every man in my
      detachment.
    


    
      Our second advance party – DQMS Bill Aspinall and the two men accompanying him, Sergeant Shepherd and Corporal
      Pares – were in civilian clothes, but the Argentinian authorities were well aware who they were and were once
      again watching them closely. They were first flown to the south of the country by the national airways. There was
      an ominous moment. Two of the NCOs carefully relabelled their luggage ‘Malvinas Islands’; the third, who unwisely
      left his destination label as ‘the Falklands’, had his pack slashed through with a knife.
    


    
      The Marines took a commercial flight down to Comodoro Rivadavia (a major Argentinian air and naval base) and then
      boarded the military plane – run by Lineas Aéreas del Estado (LADE) – to Stanley. Because of the length of the
      Falklands’ new airfield it could only take aircraft which were capable of the short flight from the mainland of
      Southern Argentina, a state of affairs highly pleasing to the Argentinians themselves, who took great delight in
      only announcing the instructions for use of the life-saving equipment in Spanish. In the worsening diplomatic
      atmosphere the junta had reduced these flights to one a week.
    


    
      Aspinall was relieved to have left Argentina. And in contrast, his first impressions of the Falklands were mostly
      positive: ‘The Islands were bleak, the weather constantly changeable – but I loved the open spaces and the quiet.
      The people were amazing: open, honest and forthright.’
    


    
      Stanley had its own Radio Telephone Office, most Falklanders owned their own 2m sets and there were a good number
      of Ham Radio Operators. The result was almost constant communication and chat throughout the Islands. Radio
      broadcasting was taken care of very effectively by the Falkland Islands Broadcasting Service, which regularly
      relayed the BBC World Service. And sometimes the Marines themselves would help out by manning the radio net,
      where the tasks ranged from maintaining contact with the small aircraft flying from the settlements into Stanley
      to passing on urgent orders to the local shops. ‘It was quite a varied task’, said Sergeant Mike Rendell of the
      1974–5 detachment. ‘To this day I see it as the first reality show’, Aspinall added. ‘Everything was played out
      on the Falklands two-way radio – from education to home births, down to who said what to who, and why!’
    


    
      There were now five members of my Naval Party (1982–3) on the Falklands (DQMS Aspinall, Sergeant Shepherd and
      Corporal Pares had joined Lieutenant Trollope and Sergeant Short). They were preparing for the transfer with the
      previous detachment, which would be taking place a little over a month later. Each Naval Party was
      self-contained, with Marines possessing a variety of skills, ranging from butchers and chefs to clerks, drivers
      and vehicle mechanics, signallers and weapons instructors and a carpenter – but the groundwork for the handover
      needed to be put in place well in advance. And as the Marines of the new Naval Party settled in, the four men of
      NP 8901 (1981–2) who had performed a similar function the previous year (lead by Lieutenant John Thurman)
      returned to the United Kingdom.
    


    
      ‘The usual handover highlights now took place’, Lieutenant Bill Trollope recalled, ‘audits, audits and yet more
      audits.’ The remainder of my Marines – thirty-seven of them – were scheduled to leave with me for the Falklands
      on 26 March, and the majority were excited to be going.
    


    
      Marines volunteer for the Falklands for a variety of reasons. For some it is about raising their level of
      physical fitness; for others, simply an opportunity to save money – and not all of them enjoy the remoteness of
      the place. The southern hemisphere winters can, at times, be bitter. And a year without leave is a long time to
      be away from home – there is restricted contact with the outside world (with no TV and a lack of regular mail:
      theoretically loaded on the once-a-week flight from Argentina, it is often late – sometimes by as much as six
      weeks). Boredom and inactivity are the chief dangers. Corporal Stephen Newland was jokingly offered £10,000 by
      one of his friends, at the end of his 1978–9 tour of service, to stay on another six months. ‘No way!’ he replied
      – ‘it’s the middle of nowhere.’ However, my Detachment Sergeant Major, Bill Muir, had always wanted to go there.
      Muir remarked:
    


    
      My family comes from the Orkney Islands and I was brought up a hill shepherd in Glen Isla, at the foot of the
      Grampian Mountains. I learnt that the landscape of the Falklands was hill and heather, similar to where I had
      been brought up. In fact, from all that I heard, the Islands reminded me of the Shetlands and Western Isles. I
      immediately sensed that this would be my kind of country, and my kind of people – that we would be welcomed and
      it would be a good place to be.
    


    
      Bill Muir’s excitement was understandable, for the barren, craggy, undulating peat-land – from which rise steep
      mountain peaks, with water everywhere, in myriad inlets, rivers and lakes – has the rugged beauty associated with
      wild places. But a moment of peace on a still evening in the Falklands, watching a flaming sunset, can become a
      struggle for survival only a few hours later, when storm-force winds sweep the treeless landscape, horizontal
      rain lashes the outcrops and thick cloud blankets everything around it. The wind changes in intensity quickly and
      without warning, sometimes rising a notch on the Beaufort scale every minute.
    


    
      The terrain and weather of the Islands present a considerable challenge in the ‘Camp’. It is painfully slow going
      across country, with an absence of roads, a sparse population and a lack of food, water and repair facilities
      outside the tiny coastal settlements. More than 85 per cent of the land is covered in peat bog, interspersed with
      tough, grass-covered hummocks, on which it is easy to trip or turn one’s ankle. Land Rovers can only move at a
      maximum of 4mph and, with an absence of good tracks, often considerably slower than that. One’s journey can be
      blocked by the Falklands rock runs, glacial features comprising huge rivers of boulders – some the size of a
      small car – their jagged edges covered by lichen-type moss, which are slippery when wet (which they often are).
      The stones often move when walked on. The rate of progress on foot, even when physically fit, is usually little
      more than 1½km (just under 1 mile) per hour.
    


    
      ‘We have undertaken our first patrols to the outlying settlements’, Corporal Willie Clayton wrote on 30 April
      1977. ‘Many of these places are isolated and remote – and it can take a lot of hard work to get there.’ Several
      Marines from the 1977–8 detachment described a laborious cross-country trip from Stanley to Teal Inlet, about
      55km (nearly 35 miles) north-west of the Falklands capital. The two Land Rovers frequently got bogged down – and
      after much digging, pushing and swearing they would be extricated from the peat and the small convoy would move
      forward again.
    


    
      ‘We tried having someone walk in front of the Land Rovers to select a route’, recalled Corporal Pete Worgan, ‘but
      ground which supports the weight of a man will not necessarily do so with a full laden
      vehicle.’ The outward journey took more than one-and-a-half days, with their speed at times reduced to a less
      than ½km per hour. In these conditions, my predecessor, Major Gary Noott, allowed a walking pace of 8km (5 miles)
      a day for Marines carrying a full weight of kit.
    


    
      With such difficulties, the Marines relied upon the cargo ship the MV Forrest
      (chartered from the Falkland Islands Government) to make many of their journeys to the outlying sheep-farming
      settlements, between 30 and 40 of them, with populations ranging from about 120 inhabitants to a single family.
      ‘It was a vast improvement on yomping’, Corporal Worgan added. Many locals travelled around on horseback. And a
      small plane (in 1977–8 a Beaver) run by the Falkland Islands Government Air Service (FIGAS) to the fifteen or so
      small airstrips maintained on East and West Falkland also provided a vital lifeline. Naval Party 8901 received
      the Wilkinson Sword of Peace award for services to the community in 1978, primarily because the detachment’s
      commander, Major Nigel Willoughby, was able to fly the light aircraft for a period of several months when FIGAS
      had no trained civil pilots available.
    


    
      And yet, the sheer remoteness of the Falklands, and the chance to get to grips with an entirely different
      environment, was also the source of its attraction. Major John Rowland, commander of the 1975–6 detachment,
      remembered the thrill of exploring. ‘I stayed more than a week on Weddell Island, off the south-west extremity of
      West Falkland’, Rowland recalled, ‘doing a lot of walking and helping in the running of the sheep farm.’
    


    
      Five of my Marines had served on the Islands before. Two (Lance Corporal Black and Marine Evans) were married to
      Falkland Islanders and their wives would be flying out with them. ‘I was looking forward to a great sense of
      space and quietness’, recalled Marine Andy Timms. ‘No pollution, no overcrowding – and people with warm smiles.’
    


    
      The previous Naval Party was now close to completing its tour of duty. ‘It didn’t take long to meet people on the
      Falklands’, said Corporal Neil ‘Figgy’ Duff, one of the 1981–2 detachment. ‘Nick Williams and I did a radio show
      one evening a week. That made our names and voices well-known. I had my cameras and my off-road motor-cycle – and
      made the most of the year, getting out and about, photographing the wildlife and getting to know the locals.’ In
      the 1974–5 detachment, Marine Phil Davis showed similar enterprise, forming a four-man folk group and travelling
      all over the Falklands giving concerts.
    


    
      And Corporal Duff, travelling on the ship the Forrest, even reached Steeple Jason, on
      a far flung archipelago beyond West Falkland, to photograph its remarkable colony of black-browed albatrosses.
      Few Islanders have visited it. Corporal Nick Williams added:
    


    
      If you liked the outdoor life, wilderness and wildlife, the Falklands was a wonderful place. The trick was
      finding something to do. The kelpers were a very friendly bunch of people. They would welcome you into their
      homes in Stanley – and in the more isolated settlements in the ‘Camp’. If you appreciated their hospitality and
      showed an interest in their way of life you would form lifelong friendships.
    


    
      Corporal Geordie Gill, also with the 1981–2 detachment, had been back to the Falklands with NP 8901 on four
      separate tours of service: ‘On my first, in 1967, I fell in love with the Islands – and went back on every
      opportunity I could’, Gill said. ‘And I encouraged my mates to volunteer for NP 8901 so that they could see what
      makes the Islands and the Islanders so special.’ Gill also fell in love with a local Falklands girl, Sonia – and
      they married in 1969. They had two daughters together, Michelle and Tanya. The couple divorced in 1975 and Sonia
      married again and returned to the Islands with the children. But they stayed on reasonable terms, and Geordie
      Gill was able to see them regularly during his posting there. His enthusiasm for the place remained undimmed.
    


    
      As the first members of the new Naval Party arrived, one of the previous detachment penned a report for the Royal
      Marines journal, Globe and Laurel. He described his last few months on the islands:
      the annual horse races in Stanley, the inspection of NP 8901 by the Captain of the Endurance, rugby and football matches against a Falklands team (played on a pitch that sloped at
      an angle of ten degrees from one end to the other, and whose pock-marked surface more resembled a World War One
      battlefield), camp duties and the ongoing patrols. ‘Looking back’, he concluded, ‘we’ve had a year which has been
      at times interesting, at times boring – but always different from any other draft in the Corps … Everything is
      now coming to an end … and it has been an experience.’
    


    
      Bill Aspinall had a little over five weeks to prepare for the handover between detachments and he moved into the
      barracks at Moody Brook to take an inventory of weapons, vehicles, ammunition and spares.
    


    
      Moody Brook – some 3½km (2¼ miles) west of Stanley – was reached by a bumpy drive along a pot-holed track. It was
      something of an institution. A huge reinforced concrete complex, its nine buildings had been
      built during World War One to house the diesels and generators of a naval signal station. In the aftermath of the
      clash off the Islands in 1914, when British cruisers reached Stanley’s harbour only hours ahead of Graf von
      Spee’s raiding squadron, the Admiralty wanted better communications with the Falklands, commissioning a powerful,
      150kW spark wireless transmitter. Two Babcock and Wilcox boilers provided steam for its three dynamos, fed by
      large quantities of coal unloaded from a jetty at Navy Point and carried for more than 5½ kilometres (3½ miles)
      along the Camber by narrow gauge railway. Designed to withstand gunfire, the massive edifice was in operation by
      the beginning of 1916.
    


    
      For a brief period, it was a state of the art installation. However, technology was advancing and the invention
      of the wireless valve would, in time, make the transmitter obsolete. Its large generating capacity was no longer
      required and the wireless station was evacuated by the navy eleven years later, in 1927. Its buildings fell into
      disrepair and were declared unfit for human habitation. The site was resurrected in World War Two, fitted with
      diesel powered generators and once more condemned in the conflict’s aftermath, in May 1948. And yet it was still
      standing several decades later. It was briefly used as a barracks by the Royal Marines detachment (the Falkland
      Islands Force) when it was posted on the Islands from 1953–4 and then it became the home of Naval Party 8901 when
      the Marines were permanently stationed on the Falklands from 1965.
    


    
      In November 1964 Captain Pat Troy and his men from HMS Protector had laboured to make
      the place habitable for the new detachment. ‘It was just a ruin’, he remembered, ‘dilapidated and in a state of
      complete disrepair. We did the best we could over the four months that we had: we attempted to make it
      weather-proof and laid on water and electricity.’
    


    
      Whether it was ever really fit to live in was another matter. One of the buildings burned down in January 1966 as
      a result of an electrical fault and it was only the prompt arrival of the Falklands Fire Service that prevented
      more serious damage. A much-needed store shed was finally erected in 1977, alongside offices, a new kitchen
      galley and a greenhouse that boasted a crop of home-grown tomatoes. ‘We soon discovered that construction work at
      the Brook presented its own unique challenges’, remarked Corporal Clayton, surveying a half-built hangar which
      resembled a giant Meccano kit. Major Ewen Southby-Tailyour, who commanded the Naval Party in 1978–9, said
      frankly: ‘It was pigsty. The barracks was littered with large wooden shipping containers. Some buildings let the
      rain in and a cracked sewer ran through the food store. Vehicle tracks gouged out deep canals
      of mud and the camp was surrounded on all sides by scenes of rust and decay.’
    


    
      Yet most of its occupants liked the place – and made it their own. ‘The terrain is ideal for motorcycle
      scrambles’, Corporal Willie Clayton added enthusiastically, describing a host of recreational activities in full
      flow at the barracks, ranging from clay pigeon shooting to vegetable gardening. The rifle range was repaired,
      scrap metal cleared from the site, fishing parties organised and the two Bosun dinghies were put to use by
      forming a sailing club.
    


    
      Marine Steve Chubb was part of NP 8901 (1981–2):
    


    
      The old detachment decided to ‘decorate’ the barracks just before we were due to leave. His was an exercise in
      black humour, our way of saying ‘Welcome to Moody Brook lads – enjoy the next 12 months’. I particularly remember
      the dining hall, the walls of which consisted of ugly, bare glass fibre panels. These had been painted with the
      most lurid, hideous, mismatched colours that could be found. We saw the funny side of it and having been given a
      bit of leeway in this regard, soon set about giving the accommodation an even more bizarre appearance. Each man
      had a choice of decor for his individual bed space. One Marine painted it completely black and used some hessian
      material and his locker to cordon himself off from the outside world. Another created an ‘Apocalypse Now’
      backdrop, complete with a depiction of helicopters flying out at sunrise.
    


    
      Plans for new barracks were first approved in 1978, but as Bill Aspinall arrived, Moody Brook was enjoying a
      fresh stay of execution. Aspinall related:
    


    
      I witnessed the Brook’s equivalent of the Pamplona Bull Run, the cleaning of the pig sty – housed in the aptly
      named ‘Belsen Block’ (a derelict concrete shed, whose flying buttresses held up some fourteen ruinous
      compartments; several previous detachments had tried to destroy it but it appeared to be explosive resistant).
      The chefs were responsible for rearing and looking after the six piglets that were bought for each detachment,
      five of which were eaten by the Marines and the last being the chefs’ reward for looking after them – they were
      allowed to sell the animal and keep the money. Just after I arrived the last pig was still being housed in the
      old fire garage and this had to be cleaned regularly.
    


    
      There followed a characteristic piece of Moody Brook drama. Bill Aspinall continued:
    


    
      Two Marines appeared with loaded rifles and took up position; three more manned a powerful fire hose. The pig was
      released and came out of the sty like a bat out of hell. The hose was used to push the pig towards the brook,
      clean the sty then push the pig back again – but all the time the pig wanted freedom. The armed sentries were
      there to fire warning shots and protect our guys if the pig launched an impromptu attack – which apparently was a
      regular occurrence.
    


    
      Graffiti on the ‘Belsen Block’ celebrated Marine Harry Dorey (the armourer in the 1981–2 detachment) and his love
      of weaponry, his name daubed on the roof attached to a BLR (Beyond Local Repair) label. And with mock reverence,
      in the surrounds of the barracks a headstone had been inscribed: ‘To the Unknown Sheep’. In contrast, my visits
      to London were routine. When I arrived at the office of the Falkland Islands Company its staff seemed worried
      that my men might succumb to boredom. By way of a solution they offered my detachment a project to occupy its
      time: to rescue the narrow gauge steam engines that had once run along the Camber to Moody Brook and now lay
      submerged in the harbour – and restore them.
    


    
      Not to be outdone, Foreign Office personnel wanted a survey made of all the Islands’ tiny makeshift airfields.
      When I pointed out that they had asked successive commanders of NP 8901 to undertake the same task for the last
      three years, they responded by saying they liked to keep their records up-to-date. There was not a great sense of
      urgency here.
    


    
      My final Foreign Office briefing took place in an open plan office in Whitehall in at the beginning of March
      1982. Negotiations between Britain and Argentina – held in New York – had collapsed at the end of February and
      the country’s governing junta had spoken ominously about resorting ‘to other means’ in pursuit of its claim to
      the Islands. At the time I had been given no information whatsoever on the content of these discussions, which
      received scant coverage in the British press; indeed, I was unaware that they were even taking place. When the
      official began proceedings by announcing: ‘The talks have broken down’, I looked at him blankly. ‘What talks?’ I
      eventually answered.
    


    
      The official did little to enlighten me. Unperturbed by the threatening language from the Argentine junta, the
      Foreign Office predicted an escalation of economic sanctions. Military options were, at this stage, not considered at all. Its assessment was succinct. There was little doubt that the Argentinians would now
      tighten the economic screw on the Falkland Islands. Fuel supplies might be withdrawn and the air service could be
      cut off, leaving Stanley isolated. The official concluded: ‘Life for you and your detachment, and all the
      Falkland Islanders, will get very uncomfortable in the next six months. They could always, of course, take the
      military option, but they won’t do that. However, they are a very unpredictable race.’
    


    
      The Delphic Oracle could not have managed things better. Unknown to me, a lot was happening behind the scenes. On
      2 March 1982 the Defence Attaché in Buenos Aires, Colonel Stephen Love, sent a message directly to Rex Hunt,
      copying in the South American Department of the Foreign Office and the Ministry of Defence. Love had access to
      sources within the Argentine Navy and understood its mind-set. He had visited Stanley, in late January 1982, to
      gauge the defence arrangements in place there and on his return to Argentina – working on a process of
      intelligent guesswork – set out a likely invasion scenario. It was entitled: ‘The Argentine Military Threat to
      the Falklands’.
    


    
      Colonel Love believed that in the aftermath of the breakdown of talks the junta would begin a process of military
      escalation. He predicted a dramatic increase in over-flights of the Islands. They might land a small force of
      Marines on one of the outlying Dependencies – claiming it was another ‘research station’ – or test our resolve
      more directly, delivering a ‘clandestine assault party’ on board one of their C-130 Hercules transport aircraft,
      which would find some pretext for an unauthorised landing at Stanley Airport in order to see how we would react.
      Then Love pointed out: ‘A straight seizure of the Islands is an obvious possibility.’
    


    
      If this were to take place, Colonel Love continued, it could be done by a direct attack on Stanley. However,
      there would be drawbacks to a frontal assault: ‘Surprise could not be assured and the possibility would exist of
      quite numerous casualties being suffered by both sides. This consideration might be overriding and cause them to
      think instead of an [initial] Special Forces operation – brought in by land or sea.’
    


    
      Warming to his theme, Love observed:
    


    
      It is a known fact that their armed forces study and admire such coup de main
      operations. Of course such a plan would carry an element of risk but the follow-on force would be available for
      early committal if things went wrong. The obvious first task in such an operation would be the neutralisation of
      Naval Party 8901 ’s capacity to react. The capture of the Governor and key personnel would
      follow, and the seizure of key communication facilities and the Falkland Islands Defence Force Armoury. The
      Airfield and jetties would be secured and then the main Argentine force would move in.
    


    
      The Foreign Office quickly intervened, warning Rex Hunt that Colonel Love’s report was ‘unsubstantiated’ and that
      it would be ‘unhelpful’ if its contents were circulated within the Falklands. It was duly filed away and neither
      Gary nor I saw it at the time. Its contents – particularly the section on Special Forces operations – would have
      been most helpful to us, for it was to prove remarkably prescient.
    


    
      On the international front, tensions were starting to rise. As the remainder of my new Naval Party 8901 readied
      themselves for departure from the United Kingdom, an Argentinian jet flew low over HMS Endurance in Stanley harbour. Then, on 7 March 1982, one of their Hercules aircraft made a
      so-called ‘emergency landing’ at Stanley Airfield, very much as Stephen Love had predicted. A day later, Prime
      Minister Margaret Thatcher, who had noted after the breakdown in negotiations that ‘we must make contingency
      plans’, took a direct interest in matters, asking that the MOD let her know the Royal Marines’ garrison strength
      on the Islands, the armaments possessed by the Endurance and the sailing time
      necessary to get to the Falklands.
    


    
      The MOD told her: ‘The present Falkland Islands garrison comprises 42 Royal Marines armed with light infantry
      weapons. The annual handover of detachments is scheduled to take place between 24 March and 5 April’ – adding
      that ‘the Endurance carries two Wasp helicopters equipped with close range missiles
      and is herself armed with two Oerlikon machine guns’, although reminding the Prime Minister that in the agreed
      round of economies the ship would be taken out of commission by mid-April.
    


    
      Margaret Thatcher had presided over the massive cuts to the Royal Navy. But she was also a politician of instinct
      – and at this crucial moment she seemed to sense that something was wrong. She inquired whether Royal Navy ships
      at present participating in the NATO exercise SAFE PASS in the Gulf of Mexico, including the frigate HMS
      Danae and nuclear-powered submarine HMS Courageous, might
      be diverted to the Falklands. The MOD cited refuelling issues, warning that the Danae
      would need an accompanying supply ship. But it was clear that with political will these logistical problems could
      be overcome. Such a firm demonstration of intent might have caused the junta to hesitate. The fate of the Islands
      still hung in the balance.
    


    
      However, on 10 March the Foreign Office made a crucial intervention. The war-like talk in the Argentine press had
      been stirred up, it claimed, by a faction within the Argentine Navy. It saw this merely as a negotiating tactic,
      asserting – on the basis of recently gathered intelligence – that the majority of the Argentine government still
      favoured diplomatic action to resolve the dispute and that ‘the military option is not under active consideration
      at this time’. Lord Carrington believed sending a naval force to the region would come across as unnecessarily
      provocative, hindering rather than helping the situation. The Prime Minister, deferring to his judgment, dropped
      her plans.
    


    
      This was to prove a calamitous misreading of the situation. And a day later the Foreign Office compounded its
      miscalculation by approving the request of Argentine workers under Constantine Davidoff to sail from Argentina on
      the ship Bahia Buen Suceso to remove scrap metal from the port of Leith in South
      Georgia, disregarding the strong concerns of the Falklands Governor Rex Hunt, who felt Davidoff – who had not
      followed proper protocol on a previous visit – was untrustworthy. It seemed appeasement was now the order of the
      day. The Foreign Office anticipated a slow racking up of economic sanctions. But over a week later, on 19 March,
      Davidoff arrived at Leith and ran up the Argentine national flag. The junta was looking to exploit Davidoff’s
      mission for both propaganda and military purposes.
    


    
      At this stage, the men under my command were not unduly concerned. Such ‘sabre-rattling’ had of course been seen
      before. ‘I still had entirely positive thoughts about my posting’, said Corporal Lou Armour. ‘We were all looking
      forward to what we felt would be a fairly quiet year.’ There was now a week to go before our departure for the
      Falklands.
    


    
      On the Islands, members of Major Gary Noott’s 1981–2 detachment were preparing for the return home. The
      Endurance had arrived in Stanley, and in normal circumstances she would berth for a
      few days and then sail on to Montevideo to pick up the new Naval Party. The Marines would then welcome in the new
      detachment; there would be a handover of weapons and equipment before their departure for the United Kingdom. Men
      were starting to pack up their belongings and say their goodbyes to Falklanders in Stanley and the ‘Camp’. But on
      20 March Marine Steve Chubb was summoned to an emergency briefing at Moody Brook:
    


    
      
        We were informed that there had been an incident in South Georgia. Apparently, some Argentine scrap metal
        merchants, who had been clearing out one of the abandoned whaling stations there, had raised their flag, at the
        very least in contravention of international protocol and possibly as a deliberate act of
        provocation. It had been observed and reported by some British Antarctic Survey scientists. A likely Argentine
        military presence was indicated but numbers were not known.
      


      
        We were told that HMS Endurance would be sent to sort the situation out and that a
        section from NP 8901 was to go with them to reinforce their existing complement of Marines.
      

    


    
      The incident at South Georgia underlined the importance of having a Royal Navy support ship to back up the small
      Falklands garrison. First HMS Protector and then HMS Endurance had carried detachments of Royal Marines, separate from those stationed on the Islands
      in Naval Party 8901. But whereas the Protector had been able to carry a substantial
      body of Marines alongside her crew, the Endurance, a smaller vessel, only had room
      for thirteen. So its detachment was reinforced from the Falklands garrison. The British government had not
      anticipated Argentine forces could be more quickly brought to South Georgia from their base in Southern Thule,
      whose military threat had been consistently downplayed. But the response was absolutely correct, if immediate
      action was intended.
    


    
      At first light the following morning Steve Chubb and seven of his fellows (Marines Church, Daniels, Hare,
      Holding, Hunter, James and Porter) were on the jetty with all their kit. They would be led by Lance Corporal
      George Thomsen. Gary Noott had chosen a nine-man section who could look after themselves in a fight – with every
      expectation that the situation would be resolved quickly. To make room for them, the ship’s eleven Hydrographers,
      led by Lieutenants Ball and Todhunter, were left behind in Stanley.
    


    
      Chubb continued:
    


    
      
        We sailed with mixed feelings, frustrated that our departure for home was almost certain to be delayed, but
        also excited by what lay ahead. It took the Endurance several days to reach South
        Georgia. We anchored at the harbour at Grytviken, an abandoned Norwegian whaling station similar to the one
        that the Argentines were occupying, at Leith, twenty-five kilometres (just over fifteen miles) further north.
        It was a fascinating place.
      


      
        Much of the old whaling gear was still intact, huge wooden slopes and winches that they used to drag the whale
        carcasses up, sheds full of harpoon heads and machinery, all manner of stuff just left there. On the beaches
        around the settlement dozens of seals and sea lions basked in the autumn sun – particularly impressive were the
        elephant seals, some of them well over three metres (10 feet) long. The bay was surrounded
        by rocky peaks and glaciers.
      

    


    
      The Marines reached South Georgia early on the morning of 24 March 1982. The small number of residents at
      Grytviken, staff from the British Antarctic Survey, huddled in a few buildings between the ocean and the stark,
      immense mountains rising behind it. I will never forget my impressions of the place when I visited it on the
      Endurance some twelve years earlier. Long and narrow, it was described by one
      explorer as ‘shaped like a huge, curved, fractured and scourged whale bone’, some 110 miles long and varying from
      3 to 30 miles wide. Two mountain ranges – the Allardyce and Schiesen – provided its spine. Huge glaciers, ice
      caps and snow fields covered about three-quarters of the island’s surface in the austral summer (November to
      January); in winter (July to September) a snow blanket reached down to the sea.
    


    
      Nick Barker, the captain of the Endurance, said:
    


    
      It was impossible not to be overwhelmed by the Antarctic scenery. South Georgia was an extraordinary place. It
      was like taking a ridge from the Alps and parking it right in the middle of the ocean … There were sturdy threads
      of Antarctic history here. Close by the station was the monument and last resting place of Sir Ernest Shackleton.
      We would always pay our respects at his graveside.
    


    
      Such is the power of the South Atlantic – once witnessed it is hard to forget it, and for many it is a
      life-changing experience. But growing political tension was now intruding on this remarkable environment, as
      Barker made clear:
    


    
      As we approached South Georgia, our role appeared clearly defined. We were to land and invite Davidoff and the
      scrap merchants to leave. We would try to do this by peaceful persuasion, to avoid provoking an incident that
      would lead to escalation. We were, however, to be fully prepared to respond to opposition. Both our helicopters
      were serviceable – one was armed with missiles, the other, with a general purpose machine gun, to act as a
      gunship.
    


    
      The British government now had an opportunity, even at this late stage, to act decisively. It was the junta that
      was behind the flag-raising incident and the landing of troops. It was looking to stir up trouble – and wanted to
      see how we would react.
    


    
      In the world of South American politics, demonstration of will is all-important. Argentinian culture is about
      machismo, aggressive masculine pride and a strong sense of self-reliance – and from
      that standpoint a man is expected to walk his talk. Clarity of purpose is measured by clarity of action. It was
      vital that Whitehall now removed all the Argentinians from South Georgia as quickly as possible. But instead it
      hesitated. There might be a strong reaction in the Argentine press and threatening protests. Faced with this
      prospect, it became worried that evicting the Argentines would be seen as provocative, although it was the junta
      that was being provocative, and quite deliberately so.
    


    
      ‘On South Georgia, nothing much seemed to happen for the first twenty-four hours’, Marine Steve Chubb continued.
      ‘Endurance was in contact with London – and it seemed that having sent us down there,
      the politicians were now having second thoughts about escalating the situation.’
    


    
      For those Marines who had remained on the Falklands, the British government’s about-turn lulled them into a false
      sense of security. Corporal Nick Williams commented:
    


    
      We were expecting to remove the Argentines by force and to do so quickly – and we were surprised when this did
      not happen. So we assumed that the British government must have a good reason for changing its mind. I imagined
      that the Argentines were just ruffling their feathers and doing a bit of flag waving – and disobeying protocol to
      prove a point. If that was the case, we would be leaving for the United Kingdom a few days later than normal –
      but nothing more than that.
    


    
      Early on 25 March, this was only too understandable: the assertive mood in Whitehall was rapidly waning and a
      signal from the Ministry of Defence scuttled the anticipated pleasure of throwing the Argentines off the island.
      It read:
    


    
      In view of the continued diplomatic activity, at ministerial level, aimed at allowing the Argentine authorities
      an opportunity to remove their party and equipment by ship, HMS Endurance should
      proceed to Grytviken and await further instructions. Pending these instructions Endurance should not, repeat not, enter or conduct any naval operations in the vicinity of Leith
      harbour. In the event that it should be decided that HMS Endurance should remove the
      Argentines and their equipment, contingency guidance will follow by separate signals.
    


    
      The successful policy of Deception Island (1953) – swift, decisive action – was replaced by the unsuccessful one
      of Southern Thule (1976): watch, wait – and hope it all goes away. ‘We were disappointed’, Captain Barker
      continued. ‘The taking of Leith had been rehearsed carefully and we were rather looking forward to it. We knew
      the ground well. Each one of the Marines had a job to do and the sailors were fully briefed for their backup
      roles. We were ready and quietly confident of success.’
    


    
      However, the British government’s concern to avoid giving offence to Argentina did not lessen the tension but
      only made matters worse. Once again, we came across as weak. Nick Barker was born into a naval and military
      tradition. His father was a destroyer captain, killed in action in 1940. He had joined the Royal Navy in 1951 and
      served in a variety of sea-going commands. As he put it: ‘The Argentines are not impressed by Whitehall making
      “tut-tut” noises. They will ignore our diplomats until they speak from a position of strength. And that strength
      involves military might on the table’. Instead, our few available resources were split between South Georgia and
      the Falklands.
    


    
      One of the reasons for the government’s hesitation was that the MOD had received an alarming report from the
      British Embassy in Buenos Aires. There was a fear that the imminent change over between detachments of Naval
      Party 8901 might be exploited by the junta. It stated:
    


    
      
        There is a hawk faction whom we can see pressing the leadership to take advantage of the heightened blood
        pressure of recent days at a time when military measures might attract less censure and be more easily
        justified abroad.
      


      
        If the Argentines fail to remove the work party at Leith Harbour and HMS Endurance
        was tasked to do the job there would be the sternest of reactions. Endurance might
        be intercepted by an Argentinian warship. Alternatively, they might wait until the evacuated party reaches Port
        Stanley and then mount a rescue mission, which, on encountering resistance, could serve as pretext for a full
        occupation of the islands.
      


      
        We must therefore be aware that if Endurance is committed we would face not only
        the obvious risk of the operation itself meeting resistance but also an increase in the threat to Stanley – and
        that at a time when the new Naval Party 8901 is in the process of embarkation and hand-over [with the preceding
        party] imminent.
      

    


    
      This was Alice-Through-the-Looking-Glass logic. As we gathered for our own journey to the Falklands, the military
      priority was still to evict the Argentines and bring the Endurance and its twenty-two Marines back to Stanley as quickly as possible, whatever the risks.
      We needed all our resources concentrated in one place. Instead, the British government attempted a juggling act.
      Captain Barker – observing the deteriorating situation in South Georgia – was worried that Whitehall’s hesitation
      would have an adverse effect on morale. In the interim, he suggested that the Marines could be used as an
      observation party. The idea was accepted and Marine Steve Chubb was one of those chosen:
    


    
      I remember we set up an observation post on a tiny island overlooking Leith. A couple of us at a time would man
      it, the ship’s Wasp helicopter flying in low and dropping us on the beach on the far side of the island so as not
      to be seen or heard. We climbed up to a point where there was a good view of Leith, set up the radio and settled
      down to watch. We were able to see a lot of uniformed soldiers or marines amongst the Argentines – but the whole
      lot of them seemed to spend most of their time playing football.
    


    
      The sense of calm was deceptive. Later on 25 March the Argentine ship Bahia Paraiso
      appeared in Leith harbour. Instead of evacuating the Argentine outpost, the ship began to unload fresh supplies
      and material. Lieutenant Alfredo Astiz and ten more Argentine marines were put ashore unopposed, along with three
      military landing craft and a helicopter. Astiz was at this time wanted by both France and Sweden for the murder
      of three nuns and a young girl at a naval interrogation centre.
    


    
      We now know that Admiral Anaya was driving all military matters – and both South Georgia and the Falklands were
      in his sights. The junta requested plans for the occupation of both islands be brought forward urgently. The
      uncertainty shown at Leith had convinced it that Britain no longer had the resolve to defend the Falklands and
      now was the time to strike. ‘It was obvious that the operation at Leith had been carefully pre-planned’, Captain
      Barker said in frustration. ‘All we could do was watch and wait.’
    


    
      It was now the day before our departure – and the unfolding events on South Georgia would have a considerable
      impact on us. The British intelligence service in Buenos Aires passed on a warning to London that Argentinian
      naval manoeuvres currently taking place might well be a prelude to an invasion of the Falklands. Evidence from
      various naval ports suggested that these were more than just ordinary exercises. The intelligence report warned
      that the Argentinian military presence in South Georgia was fully armed and equipped and that
      two guided missile corvettes were now heading towards it.
    


    
      At the time, I knew nothing of these developments. The original plan was that I would go out with the remainder
      of my Naval Party early on 26 March, taking a flight to Montevideo in Uruguay. We were then supposed to sail to
      the Falklands on the Endurance. But on the evening of the 25th I got an urgent phone
      call from the MOD. Out of the blue, I was warned that our departure would have to be delayed. The problem was
      logistical: the Endurance had gone down to South Georgia to sort out the scrap
      dealers and there was no other way of getting us from Montevideo to Stanley. They wanted us to wait in the UK
      until the Endurance returned to the Falklands.
    


    
      Things would have turned out very differently if I had accepted these instructions. But I made a fateful
      decision. Unaware of the growing danger, I strongly argued against this course. I told the MOD that such a delay
      would be really bad for morale: everyone had said their goodbyes and my Marines were all keyed up and ready.
      Eventually, they agreed to let us go.
    


    
      The situation was in fact volatile and unpredictable. On the morning of the 26th an urgent message was dispatched
      from Whitehall to our Military Attaché in Montevideo. Strenuous efforts were now being made to get us to the
      Falklands and a variety of options were under consideration:
    


    
      
        The Foreign Office has confirmed that the option of deploying the new Naval Party 8901 via Punta Arenas [in the
        Patagonian region of southern Chile] is no longer diplomatically acceptable. Request that you cease all action
        on this.
      


      
        We understand that the RRS John Biscoe – about to sail from Montevideo – might be
        diverted via Stanley. The captain is willing to do this if instructed by BAS [British Antarctic Survey]
        authority.
      


      
        In view of the latest developments the envisaged ETA of HMS Endurance at Montevideo
        of around 1 April is now considered optimistic – and it could well be some time after this.
      


      
        For the new Naval Party 8901 we request you investigate, with the Director of the BAS, the possibility of
        diverting the John Biscoe and if the Director agrees in principle ask that the ship
        does not sail from Montevideo, allowing details of the diversion to be worked out.
      

    


    
      On 26 March, Marine Gary ‘Bungy’ Williams (‘Bungy’ was one of many nicknames used throughout the Corps: for
      example, a Marine with the surname Woods was almost invariably called ‘Timber’) remembered our early morning trip from Poole to Gatwick Airport. Gary had already spent a year in the Falklands and
      was looking forward to going back: ‘As we set out, strange things started to happen’, he recalled. ‘The front
      glass of the coach we were travelling in suddenly shattered – a fracture caused by a loose stone chip flying into
      our path – and we did the rest of the journey without a windscreen.’ My men remained enthusiastic nonetheless. At
      the airport I gave them a few minutes to call home. Marine Danny Betts got through to his Mum. ‘It’s brilliant –
      I’m going to the Falklands’, he told her excitedly. ‘That’s lovely’, she replied happily, ‘I’ve always wanted to
      visit Scotland.’
    


    
      We arrived in Montevideo expecting to wait there for up to a week. ‘We were told that we would be stopping in
      Uruguay for a while’, recalled Marine Gary Williams, ‘and would be able to enjoy some shore leave. We were
      waiting in the airport terminal for the foreign currency to be handed out.’ All my men were looking forward to
      the break – but fate once again intervened. We were informed that we were going straight onto the British
      Antarctic Survey ship, the John Biscoe. ‘To our bemusement, there was a sudden change
      of plans’, Gary Williams continued. ‘We were all rushed on to a coach and taken down to the docks’. We left for
      the Falklands at 6.00pm on 26 March. There would be no holiday for us.
    


    
      We had not had much news for several days, but as far as I knew the Endurance was
      sorting out the scrap-dealers on South Georgia. It would take us three days to get to the Islands. We were told
      little of the latest developments on the diplomatic scene. The Naval Attache in Montevideo seemed sure that all
      would be well. He gave me a travelling case, to be handed over to the captain of the Endurance, so that it could be carried back to the United Kingdom on her return trip. I never
      found out what became of that travelling case. With hindsight, it appeared a supremely confident gesture – to the
      point of nonchalance – and one badly out of touch with reality. At the time, swayed by my Foreign Office
      briefing, I still believed that there would be no serious military escalation. But there was a mood of
      apprehension in the air, nonetheless.
    


    
      Shortly after leaving Montevideo the weather suddenly worsened. ‘Early the following morning the sky darkened and
      we ran into a terrible storm’, Marine Jeff Urand remembered. ‘The weather on the 27th was horrendous’, added
      Sergeant Major Bill Muir, ‘and we were given a very rough ride. The John Biscoe was
      being tossed all over the place and most of the detachment suffered badly from sea sickness.’ ‘Our ship’s speed
      was only about 10 knots’, recalled Marine Gary Williams, ‘and we were in the teeth of a force 8 gale. For a few
      hours it seemed as if we were being pushed backyards rather than going forwards – as if
      something was trying to stop us completing our journey.’ But that night the storm lifted as quickly as it had
      arrived.
    


    
      Two days into our voyage, on 28 March, the Argentine junta gave the order to invade the Falklands. The operation
      was codenamed Operation Rosary. Strict secrecy was maintained. The Argentine marine units were told that they
      would be going on exercises in Patagonia. In fact, Rear Admiral Carlos Busser had been appointed to lead the
      assault:
    


    
      Those of us who knew where we were going were very proud. We felt very lucky that we had been chosen to regain
      the Malvinas. Those officers who had guessed the destination obtained a lot of Argentinian flags ready to fly on
      their arrival – they felt they were taking part in an historic action. It was a Sunday [28 March]. The loading
      went smoothly and was finished by midday. The fleet sailed that afternoon. It was a lovely day, with a very
      bright sun – a nice autumn day without wind.
    


    
      On that same day, we experienced our first hint of trouble. An Argentinian Hercules appeared in the sky above us.
      The plane circled round the ship several times and then flew right over the deck, so low that we could see the
      pilot’s face. The captain and I waved from the bridge, the engineering officer tried to fix up a hose to squirt
      at him and my Marines were ‘waving’ in their own inimitable fashion – ‘mooning’ (forming up in a circle and
      showing their bare behinds) from the rear of the ship.
    


    
      The John Biscoe was crammed full and its captain, Malcolm Phelps, allowed me to share
      his cabin. Phelps, an experienced and skilful navigator, had joined the British Antarctic Survey in 1964 and had
      been master of the Biscoe for the last ten years. He knew the South Atlantic and
      Antarctica well. Now Phelps had an intuition something was wrong. ‘Surely we are not going to go to war over
      these desolate Islands?’ he suddenly asked me. I felt his anxiety – but decided not to dwell on it.
    


    
      The mood of my men was good. Marine Richard Overall recalled:
    


    
      It was great to be on the boat. For a day the ship was rolling violently in a rough South Atlantic swell – and
      quite a few of us were sick. But when we got over it, the feelings were relief and a kind of happiness. We got a
      few beers in – and even managed to watch a couple of movies on board, after rigging up a screen and a projector.
      The highlight was baring our behinds to the low flying Argentine C130 Hercules.
    


    
      ‘We hit the roughest weather I have ever encountered’, said Marine Jeff Urand. ‘But after we passed through it
      the mood on the John Biscoe was buoyant.’ ‘It was a fantastic little ship’, added
      Marine Andy Timms, ‘and it enabled us, as a group, to really get to know each other. It was cramped and busy –
      which simply added to the feeling of togetherness.’
    


    
      DSM Bill Muir even saw his first albatross. ‘It was an exceptionally vivid memory’, Muir said happily. ‘And after
      we had recovered from the sea-sickness, the whole of our team was working well and playing well together.’ We ran
      a sweepstake on how long it would take to get through the Narrows (the straits that run from Port William into
      Port Stanley). I won, and intended to buy a horse with the proceeds and use it to travel in and out of Stanley
      and around the ‘Camp’.
    


    
      It was 29 March. That morning, the Governor of the Falklands Rex Hunt met up with Major Gary Noott. Rex was
      closely monitoring the situation in South Georgia, but, for the time being, all seemed quiet. He recalled: ‘Gary
      Noott reported that Moody Brook was clear of the outgoing NP 8901. His remaining strength [excluding those posted
      on South Georgia] was twenty-six Marines [himself included], and these were scattered around Stanley, billeted on
      friends and acquaintances. They could, however, be mustered at short notice … Gary said that he would be handing
      over command to his successor, Mike Norman, on Thursday 1 April.’
    


    
      Our destination was now only a matter of hours away. There was a comforting smell of peat in the air – and I knew
      that Islanders and members of the previous Naval Party would soon be lining up on Stanley’s quayside to greet us.
      For the moment at least, my fears were assuaged.
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 3


    Arrival


    
      On the late afternoon of Monday 29 March I caught sight of a Falklands landmark, the
      lighthouse on Cape Pembroke. Soon afterwards, the John Biscoe swung into Port
      William, a large inlet on the coast of East Falkland, through the Narrows and into Stanley Harbour. The smell of
      peat – the main source of fuel on the Islands at the time – was now all-pervasive. Ahead of us was the town of
      Stanley itself, with its brightly coloured houses clustered around the harbour jetty. There are very few stone
      houses in the Falklands’ capital (the local stone is unsuitable for building and brick too expensive to import)
      and most of the Islanders’ homes are made from wood with corrugated tin roofs, many brought down in kit form and
      assembled on the Falklands itself.
    


    
      For Marines visiting Stanley for the first time, their impressions are of something out of the ordinary. They are
      struck by a sense of solitude and remoteness, and the orderliness of the tiny settlement, which occupies an area
      about half a mile long, from east to west and a quarter of a mile from north to south. The air is dust free, the
      number of vehicles so small that exhaust fumes are soon whisked away by the South Atlantic winds. Pollution is
      almost unknown on the Falklands. ‘I was immediately inspired by the view, as we came alongside the Public Jetty’,
      said Sergeant Mike Rendell of NP 8901 (1974–5). Corporal Jim Fairfield also remembered his arrival at the end of
      March 1974: ‘We passed through the Narrows and into the harbour, and suddenly all these gaily painted houses came
      into view. It was a picture postcard scene. The streets were clean and tidy. And it was the sense of stillness
      that struck me the most. There were no car horns, no sirens – just a near total silence.’
    


    
      Soon we too were approaching Stanley’s main jetty, made from the remnants of the Margaret, a badly damaged ship that had been cut down, filled with rubble and used as a harbour
      prop. A number of buildings in the Falklands are constructed from the wreckage of vessels – wood is precious and
      nothing is wasted. A crowd of Islanders and members of the previous year’s garrison were waiting to greet us. It
      was 6.30pm Falklands Standard Time (four hours behind Greenwich Mean Time). I put aside any
      anxiety I had felt over the last couple of days – it was good to be back.
    


    
      The dockyard forms the heart of the capital’s historic quarter and contains Stanley’s oldest building, Gilbert
      House (in use as a small hospital), whilst nearby are clusters of Victorian houses, the Town Hall (which also
      serves as a law court, post office, philatelic bureau and dance hall), the police station and Christ Church
      Cathedral (the southernmost cathedral in the world). As I caught sight of the old-fashioned post boxes and
      telephone booths, I felt, once again, that I had returned to an altogether different era.
    


    
      This was all the new member of NP 8901 would initially see. ‘What I got to know about Stanley that first day was
      confined to the dockyard and a bumpy ride to Moody Brook’, recalled Marine Mark Gibbs. The town was founded in
      1843 by the first Falklands Governor, Richard Moody, following advice of explorer James Clark Ross to create a
      capital more accessible to sailing ships. Moody surveyed and built the nucleus of the town, with its new
      settlement laid out in a grid pattern along the sea shore and named it after the Secretary of State for War and
      the Colonies, Lord Stanley. It is a small place by British standards – with a population of a little over a
      thousand in 1982. Its main throughfare, Ross Road, commemorates the part James Clark Ross played in its founding.
    


    
      The majority of Marines do not know much background detail about Stanley’s history. But over time, as they attend
      parades, play football and rugby against local teams and are welcomed into the homes of Falklanders, they gain a
      greater sense of the Islanders’ way of life. And on my tour of duty on the Endurance
      I had become fascinated by the Antarctic. Ross’s voyage of exploration – some 130 years earlier – was, for its
      time, an incredible feat and the tribute of Roald Amundsen (made in 1912) still holds true: ‘Few people of the
      present day are capable of rightly appreciating this heroic deed, this brilliant proof of human courage and
      energy. With two ponderous craft [HMS Erebus and Terror]
      these men sailed right into the heart of the [ice] pack, which all previous explorers had regarded as certain
      death. These men were heroes in the highest sense of the word.’
    


    
      Richard Moody’s own drive and determination was no less impressive. Using a detachment of sappers, he set up a
      rudimentary infrastructure on the Islands: government offices, a school and a bank. He enacted laws and collected
      taxes. He encouraged sheep breeding – and he sent a report to the British government, recommending settlers come
      to the Falklands. And he began the construction of Government House which, from 1859, was the home of the
      Governor of the Islands. Moody understood the need to properly defend the Falklands, bringing
      in artillery, installing a small garrison and founding a militia (the forerunner of the present-day Falkland
      Islands Defence Force). Our own barracks, several miles to the north-west of the town, across a small watercourse
      – Moody Brook – carried his name.
    


    
      For the first few days of their posting, members of the new Naval Party 8901 spend most of their time in the
      barracks. There are no maps of Stanley and its environs – Marines get a feel for the place by venturing out and
      exploring. Soon they know its principal landmarks and main shops and pubs. And Marines have been doing this for
      generations.
    


    
      The Royal Marines (we had been given the title ‘Royal’ in 1802), alongside the Sappers, played a considerable
      part in Stanley’s development. In 1849 a detachment of pensioners from the Corps (ranging from 26 to 53 years
      old) were billeted in the town under their commanding officer. Although they were regarded as civilians, they
      were subject to military discipline for twelve days every year, during their annual training period. They came
      with prefabricated wooden buildings, which can still be seen in the south-west corner of Stanley (in Drury Street
      and Pioneer Row). In 1864 Lieutenant Charles Beresford described how much of the population of the town
      ‘consisted of former Marines and their families … and we always send for the Royal Marines in any difficulty’.
    


    
      And we soon had a formal role in protecting the Islands, for in the same year, on orders from the Admiralty, a
      detachment of Marines arrived to form a permanent land-based garrison. It was an early predecessor of Naval Party
      8901. When not engaged in military duties, the detachment carried out construction projects for the Falklands
      Governor. It was stationed on the Islands for fourteen years, leaving in 1878, when the Falklands militia (at
      this time known as the ‘Stanley Volunteers’) was deemed strong enough to take its place.
    


    
      Over a century later, the records of this posting still resonate. In October 1867 Captain Elliot, commanding the
      garrison of twenty Marines, wrote to the new Governor asking leave to conduct ‘a march of some distance into the
      country’ for drill and training, ‘which would be highly conducive to good conduct and military efficiency’. Here
      was a forerunner of the ‘yomp’. And in February 1868 Elliot added proudly: ‘It is my opinion that no other body
      of men in Her Majesty’s Service are as well adapted for the many tasks required here as Marines.’
    


    
      Royal Marines continued to visit the Falklands and support its militia. Records show that when an enlarged
      militia, the Falkland Island Volunteers, was formed in June 1892, a Marine – Sergeant William Quinlan – was
      retained for three years to instruct the Volunteers in drill, receiving, in addition to his
      wages, a watch and parchment bearing their signatures as a token of thanks. In 1913 there was a musketry
      competition between the militia and Royal Marines from the HMS Glasgow. The
      Volunteers stood down in 1919, to be replaced by the Falkland Island Defence Force, which continued to train with
      Marines, adopted Royal Marine drill and wore similar uniforms to us.
    


    
      In April 1952, at a time of tension between Britain and Argentina in the Antarctic, the frigate HMS Veryan Bay was sent to Stanley with thirty Marines on board. The following year, Marines from HMS
      Snipe dismantled a small Argentine base on Deception Island and thirty-two men (known
      as the Falkland Islands Force) were briefly stationed on the Falklands for the following eighteen months –
      another predecessor of our own detachment, using the Wireless Station at Moody Brook as their barracks – to
      discourage further incursions.
    


    
      From 1955 through to 1965 (before the formation of Naval Party 8901), Marines from HMS Protector regularly spent part of their tour of service ashore, visiting the capital and more
      outlying areas of the Falklands – a tradition that would be continued in the last years of the Protector’s deployment (to 1968) and then with the regular visits of HMS Endurance. This long association was recognised on 8 December 1976, when our Commandant General
      (represented by Colonel Sir Steuart Pringle) received the Freedom of Stanley on behalf of all Royal Marines.
      Matters of defence would soon be thrust upon us, once more.
    


    
      However, as we disembarked, all seemed tranquil and re-assuring: ‘It was the early evening’, said DSM Bill Muir.
      ‘Everything was peaceful. We were met by a number of locals and members of the outgoing detachment. My first
      impression was a very positive one.’ Marine Gary Williams added:
    


    
      As we approached Stanley, the weather around the Islands was fine. There was a crowd of people waiting for us to
      dock at the government jetty, at the rear of the town hall. Then we were taken off to Moody Brook, two miles or
      so outside Stanley, where we were allocated our rooms and started to settle in. Nothing much had changed
      [Williams had served in the Falklands in the 1979–80 detachment]. That evening we were served roast mutton and
      potatoes, the first proper meal we had had in five days.
    


    
      ‘The full detachment of NP 8901 landed in conditions of total calm’, DQMS Bill Aspinall remembered. ‘We still had
      no real evidence that an invasion was imminent. Subsequently I phoned my wife, who told me
      she was worried by the reports on the Falklands situation in the national press. “There are no problems here”, I
      reassured her – and I meant it.’
    


    
      However, following our disembarkation, Malcolm Phelps, the captain of the John
      Biscoe, was anxious to depart for home as soon as possible. After receiving a brief courtesy call from the
      Governor, in which he informed Rex Hunt that the ship was ‘buzzed’ by an Argentine Hercules on its way to the
      Falklands, he set sail later that evening.
    


    
      The change-over between naval detachments was usually a relaxed affair. Shortly before the new Naval Party
      arrived, the outgoing group would clear Moody Brook and its Marines would billet for a few days in the homes of
      some of Stanley’s inhabitants. The new detachment would then unload its gear, the bar would be opened up – so
      that all the Marines could get to know each other – and the handover procedure begun, which usually lasted about
      five days: normally a mundane process of briefings and checking stores and accounts. The previous Naval Party was
      somewhat depleted, as nine of its men were still on South Georgia, but it was assumed that the situation there
      would soon be resolved and the Endurance would then return to Stanley and carry all
      the departing Marines home.
    


    
      ‘We moved into our accommodation at Moody Brook, found out where we were going to sleep and met up with the lads
      we were going to replace’, said Corporal Lou Armour. ‘There was no sense that there was anything wrong. We were
      “sussing out” what we were going to do for a year.’
    


    
      The ramshackle barracks delighted my Marines. ‘I immediately liked the Brook’, said Marine Andy Timms. ‘It had an
      air about it.’ DSM Bill Muir added:
    


    
      Moody Brook had an atmosphere quite different from any other Royal Marine barracks I had been to. The Marines had
      been given a free hand in decorating their rooms and all were wonderfully different from each other. Some would
      have competed in an art gallery with the works of Salvador Dali. The long corridor was full, from ceiling to
      floor, with short poems and observations resonating with Marine humour. I was so struck by it all that my first
      instinct was to copy it all down as a memento. Sadly, I would never have time to do it.
    


    
      I sat up late that first night chatting to my predecessor, Major Gary Noott. We had known each other from our
      earliest days in training, and after the usual exchange of pleasantries, and some talk about the practical
      details of the handover of command, we moved on to the situation between Britain and
      Argentina.
    


    
      Gary asked me about the final briefing I had received from the Foreign Office before I set out. I repeated the
      gist of it: Argentina would be unlikely to take any form of military action before its disagreement with Chile
      over the Beagle Channel (the border dispute over a series of islands off the southern edge of Tierra del Fuego)
      was resolved and would instead step up the economic pressure. Argentina had indeed repudiated its 1972 treaty
      with Chile and moved troops to the southern border area. Relations between the two countries were at an all-time
      low. ‘Yes, I was told much the same thing about the Beagle Channel’, Gary replied. ‘My briefing also suggested
      that there might be a lot of shouting, but nothing much would happen.’
    


    
      The Naval Party of 1981–2 had spent much of its year as its predecessors had done: training, maintaining the
      run-down Moody Brook and socialising. As Gary Noott explained:
    


    
      We had a very basic system. There were three sections, and one would be tasked with maintenance, another would be
      training and the third would be out patrolling. They rotated weekly. And our patrols were not confined to Stanley
      – we tried to visit many of the outlying settlements and to be seen to be around. It was about keeping up morale,
      so that the Islanders felt that they were being protected. And getting men out into the ‘Camp’ provided a
      valuable experience, in terrain and weather that was often testing.
    


    
      Patrolling could certainly be challenging, particularly in the Falklands winter. And on 8 August 1980 one Marine,
      Alan Addis, disappeared whilst on a visit to the remote settlement of North Arm. It was a dark and bitterly cold
      night, with a severe frost and gusty winds. The board of enquiry recorded death by drowning or exposure. But
      Addis’s body was never found and in the aftermath of the incident the commander of NP 8901, Major Robin Gilding,
      instituted the ‘buddy’ system, whereby Royal Marines always went in pairs when travelling in the ‘Camp’ – a
      practice that Gary had also followed.
    


    
      Then Gary Noott began to open up about his own concerns. They centred on the unauthorised landing of an
      Argentinian Hercules transport aircraft, just over three weeks earlier (the incident had happened on 7 March).
      The Argentinians claimed that it was an in-flight emergency involving a fuel leak, but no evidence of this was
      found when the plane was inspected. Gary was blunt:
    


    
      The aircraft arrived without any formal warning, the control tower was not manned (because it was a Sunday) and
      if it was not for a local radio operator, who picked up on the plane’s approach, it could have landed before
      anyone got out to the airport. As it was, there was just enough time for the Airport Manager (Gerald Cheek) and
      some armed Marines to drive out there first.
    


    
      Gary leaned over to me, and added: ‘Mike, we saw that the Argentines on board were wearing personal weapons in
      shoulder holsters. I brought up our entire force as reinforcement and put snipers all around the runway. The
      Hercules eventually took off again but over-flights by the Argentinian military are now a frequent topic of
      conversation; the incident has given everybody the jitters.’
    


    
      Gary had put a six-man section of Marines within the Airport building, with a further section on stand-by at
      Moody Brook. The Marines had orders to turn out to meet flights into Stanley, maintaining a highly visible
      presence, standing by their vehicles at the edge of the tarmac holding their weapons. This was partly to
      re-assure the local population but also because of his own fears, with his detachment under strength, that
      Argentina might undertake an Entebbe style raid (the Israeli commando action on Entebbe Airport in Uganda, in
      July 1976), and that the small number of men issuing out of a Hercules or two might nevertheless attempt a
      surprise assault on the town or form a diversion for military action attempted elsewhere.
    


    
      As Gary spoke I felt the seriousness of it all, as he related a number of other incidents, going back several
      months earlier (including an Argentine Lear Jet making a sudden appearance over Stanley harbour) and the growing
      fears of the Islands’ inhabitants. In turn, I spoke of the John Biscoe being ‘buzzed’
      by Argentinian aircraft on our voyage to Stanley. And yet, I kept thinking of my last Foreign Office briefing.
      Surely, if things were becoming that serious, they would have warned me?
    


    
      However, Gary instinctively felt something was wrong and shared the gut feeling on the ground amongst the
      Falklanders. They believed Argentina might invade. As the Islands’ Chief Secretary Dick Baker put it: ‘A lot of
      us foresaw trouble. The problem was no-one in London seemed to want to know.’ And yet, the following day was
      quiet. ‘The hand-over between our two detachments had begun at Moody Brook’, Marine Gary Williams recalled. ‘We
      were allocated our rooms – and started to find our way around, taking in the surroundings.’
    


    
      That morning – Tuesday 30 March – Gary and I went to visit the Governor, Rex Hunt. As Rex wrote: ‘Gary brought
      Mike Norman in to meet me. The official photographer took us shaking hands outside Government House . It was a
      happy, carefree occasion, with Gary in distinctly end- of-tour mood and Mike looking forward to a year of outdoor
      activity and isolated command. Built like a second-row forward, he exuded confidence and solid dependability.’
    


    
      Each commander of NP 8901 had his own way of doing things. Gary Noott had been relaxed about rules for dress,
      allowing his Marines to grow their hair longer than the regulation length – with some even sporting single
      earrings. It was not a path that I intended to go down. And as I thought about the year ahead, I still imagined
      that over the Falklands winter (from May to September) we would get settled in and sorted out, and that come the
      summer we might be faced with some form of economic blockade from Argentina. Corporal Lou Armour said: ‘On
      arriving in the Falklands we were still looking forward to what we thought would be a fairly non-eventful
      posting.’
    


    
      In the afternoon, Gary and I bumped into Hector Gilobert, the previous head of LADE (Lineas Aéreas del Estado),
      the Argentine government’s airline company, who had arrived on the weekly flight into Stanley several hours
      earlier. Gilobert had wanted an urgent meeting with Rex Hunt, seeking assurances over the safety of LADE
      personnel in Stanley in the aftermath of the Hercules incident. But he merely told us that he had returned to the
      Falklands to sort out the company accounts. We joked that after he had finished he could lend us a hand with the
      Moody Brook ones, as they were proving troublesome. I was worried about the large number of cans of beer in
      storage that were no longer fit to drink – and wanted them written off the tally.
    


    
      The LADE aircraft had also brought in four British journalists, who were intent on somehow making their way
      onwards to South Georgia. Rex Hunt disabused them of that notion. He told them their best bet was to take the
      next flight back to the Argentine mainland. ‘There is no story here’, the Governor said in matter of fact
      fashion. And when we encountered the group, led by Simon Winchester of the Sunday
      Times, at the Upland Goose Hotel – on Stanley’s seafront – later that afternoon, we were unable to offer
      them much information on what was going on either.
    


    
      ‘Should we be getting worried now that you four have turned up?’ I said. ‘Perhaps you should come up to Moody
      Brook for tea and tell us what you think is happening.’ And that day, it was hard to grasp the reality of
      military action. For a full round of social engagements was being drawn up for me, so that I
      could meet the Islanders, with a drinks or dinner party every evening of the week. On Tuesday I was to be
      entertained by Sister Karen Timberlake, one of the nurses at the King Edward Memorial Hospital, and Chief Medical
      Officer, Daniel Haines, and his wife Hilary.
    


    
      The commander of NP 8901 was expected to play a full part in the genteel social life of Stanley. There was a
      small clique, consisting of the Governor and his wife Mavis, Chief Secretary Dick Baker and his wife Connie, the
      Director of Public Works John Broderick and the recently arrived Chief of Police, Ronnie Lamb. Drs Daniel and
      Hilary Haines completed the circle. And as Gary Noott jokingly warned me, the social protocol was rigid:
    


    
      I said to Mavis Hunt once that I was thinking of having a curry lunch up at the Mess on Sunday, and would she and
      Rex be happy to come. She said: ‘Yes, Gary, delighted. There is only one problem. The Officer in Command of the
      Royal Marines is always supposed to come to lunch at Government House on Sundays.
    


    
      Such was the state of affairs in the Falklands capital. In peacetime this careful observance of protocol, which
      extends into many aspects of life and government on the Islands, gives the place its charm and character. And for
      a fleeting moment, it seemed that all was well.
    


    
      However, in London major decisions were being made. On 29 March John Nott, in consultation with Prime Minister
      Margaret Thatcher and Foreign Secretary Lord Carrington, decided to send a nuclear-powered submarine to the
      Falklands (HMS Spartan), and a second (HMS Splendid) was
      also being prepared. They would arrive in the vicinity of the Islands on 13 April. On the same day, measures were
      taken to reinforce the garrison on the Falklands. It was agreed it ‘should now be maintained at twice its
      existing strength’. Initially, it was envisaged that Gary’s detachment would serve for an additional two months.
      This information was not passed on to us for two days, and when it was finally sent, the crucial telegram failed
      to arrive.
    


    
      Retaining the previous year’s Naval Party did not in fact double our strength. Four of its Marines had already
      left the Islands (Lieutenant Thurman, DQMS Mackie, Sergeant Crowley and Corporal Fleet) after our own advance
      party had disembarked. Marine Morris was absent on the diplomatic ‘bag run’. Two other Marines, Fensom and
      Pearce, had also been sent home (one because of an injury – he had broken his leg after a ferocious tackle in a
      rugby match – the other a bereavement) and had not been replaced. And nine of its men were still on South
      Georgia.
    


    
      Reflecting on these events, I do not think that there was some ‘conspiracy’ to keep us in the dark or that
      information was deliberately withheld. We were being instructed by two different government departments, the
      Ministry of Defence and the Foreign Office, departments which had differing views on the Falklands and that had
      fallen out over the role of the Endurance (the Foreign Office had argued strongly for
      its retention). We were copied in to some telegrams, but not others – often because one department had assumed
      the other had done it. With the Foreign Secretary away on a trip to Israel, there was a lack of clear, overall
      direction – and communication with the Falklands suffered as a result.
    


    
      And the transmission system left much to be desired. As Ewen Southby- Tailyour, a previous commander of Naval
      Party 8901, wrote:
    


    
      The main worry was the link with the United Kingdom, and in particular with the Whitehall Communications Centre
      (known as Whitehall Comcon). The teleprinter link capable of receiving and sending encrypted messages was run by
      Cable and Wireless and only operated from 0800 to the early evening. During the night it was impossible to
      contact England by any means whatsoever, except when HMS Endurance was in port … On
      one alarming occasion, the whole of the Islands remained incommunicado with the rest of the world for three days.
    


    
      Sometimes messages were sent but never arrived; on other occasions, they should have been sent but were not. On
      the afternoon of 30 March Governor Rex Hunt was asked, in a conversation with Islanders on the Falklands’ radio
      service, about the rumours that nuclear-power submarines were now being despatched. The news had been leaked to
      television and the press that morning, but Rex was unable to confirm or deny these reports. He had not been
      officially informed.
    


    
      Other plans were afoot. On 29 March recently declassified files show that the Ministry of Defence was also
      considering whether, in the longer term, NP 8901 might be brought up to a reinforced company strength of 150
      Royal Marines and that 7 destroyers or frigates, at present on exercise near Gibraltar, should be put on stand-by
      to sail to the Falklands. We knew nothing of this at the time. Nor were we informed that the tubes for an 81mm
      mortar section, first suggested by me more than eleven years earlier, were finally being despatched to Stanley.
      As has already been related, they were sent without ammunition or mortar specialists, and in the event, only got
      as far as Ascension Island.
    


    
      After the collapse of talks with Argentina at the beginning of the month, the British government – faced with a
      mass of conflicting intelligence – had ignored some of the threatening signals from the junta. But the military intelligence was now specific and alarming. It included an intercept that the
      Argentinian submarine Santa Fe was now surveying beaches east of Stanley, in
      preparation for an armed landing.
    


    
      This information, decrypted on the afternoon of 28 March and processed on the morning of the 29th, was the main
      reason military options were at last being considered. It was now believed that the use of armed force against
      the Falklands was likely, although it was thought that the Argentine government would stop short of a full-scale
      invasion and instead occupy one of the outlying Islands. This vital information was only passed on to us, in
      piecemeal and garbled fashion, two days later, without an accompanying intelligence assessment. By then, the
      Santa Fe had changed course, and was inspecting an alternative beach, to the south of
      Stanley. The situation was growing more serious by the day.
    


    
      On 31 March the mood on the Falklands changed dramatically. Governor Rex Hunt received a message which was as
      confusing as it was disturbing. An Argentinian submarine would carry out a ‘surfaced overt’ reconnaissance of the
      beaches around Stanley over the next day or two. Our Marines were to ‘look out for it and observe’, and – if at
      all possible – ‘arrest them peacefully’. A submarine mission made perfect sense if an invasion was on the cards.
      But why ‘surfaced overt’? As I said to Gary: ‘If they want to carry out a reconnaissance with a view to invading,
      they are not going to stick a sub on the surface in Stanley Harbour, or Port William, so that we all can see it.’
      Nevertheless, Gary and I did what we could. After studying a large-scale map of the area, and identifying a few
      likely targets for the enemy submarine, we put an observation post on Sapper Hill, to the south-west of Stanley,
      which gave a good view of beaches to the south, another lookout at Cape Pembroke Lighthouse and re-introduced the
      rapid reaction section at Moody Brook (which had stood down upon the arrival of the new Naval Party).
    


    
      Corporal Nick Williams recalled:
    


    
      A briefing was held in the dining hall at Moody Brook. We were given an update on the situation in South Georgia
      and what was thought might happen in the Falklands. It was believed that the Argentines might try to land a party
      of men close to Stanley and raise the Argentine flag. I was instructed to take three Marines to Cape Pembroke
      Lighthouse and keep watch for a submarine and any landing party.
    


    
      Nick Williams was told by Major Gary Noott not to take weapons with him, so as not to alarm the Lighthouse
      keeper. Williams was uneasy. It was a forty minute drive from Moody Brook – and if an Argentine landing party
      suddenly arrived what was he to do? The instruction to ‘arrest them peacefully’ might be difficult to carry out
      if they were armed and his own small section was not. Eventually he left with three sub-machine guns and
      ammunition in a holdall, with strict orders to keep them out of sight.
    


    
      ‘We all sensed something was up’, Williams said, ‘although we were not really sure what to make of it.’ As
      Corporal Williams and his Marines left for Cape Pembroke, I was sufficiently concerned to ask Gary Noott to go
      over the defence plan with me. I wanted him to show me the nearby terrain and what I would need to take into
      account in the event of an attack on the Falklands’ capital.
    


    
      Our combined detachments, excluding the men on South Georgia, amounted to Gary and myself, and a further
      sixty-seven Marines, alongside ten Hydrographers from the Endurance (one was absent
      on a surveying exercise). Conscious that our expanded force did not have enough weapons to go round, we
      despatched some men to borrow some rifles from the Falkland Island Defence Force and zero them in on the firing
      range. It was a timely precaution – for things were in fact far worse than we imagined.
    


    
      We now know that on the morning of 31 March the US State Department warned the British Foreign Office: ‘We
      understand that the Argentine government is to proceed with the military operation.’
    


    
      That afternoon of 31 March Foreign Minister Lord Carrington telegrammed the US Secretary of State, Alexander
      Haig:
    


    
      
        We have good reason to be increasingly apprehensive about Argentine intentions. They are assembling a sea-borne
        force capable of invading the Falkland Islands.
      


      
        Strictly for your own information, the Prime Minister will ask President Reagan to urge restraint on the
        Argentine government.
      


      
        Is there any action that you could initiate through the Secretary General or in the Security Council or General
        Assembly [of the United Nations] that might have a deterrent effect?
      

    


    
      It was clear that our government was now seriously worried. And on the evening of 31 March, the Secretary of
      State for Defence, John Nott, told Prime Minister Margaret Thatcher that he had just received intelligence that
      the Argentinian fleet, already at sea, were going to invade the Falklands on the morning of 2
      April. ‘There was no grounds to question this information’ the Prime Minister recorded bleakly. She later told
      the Franks Committee: ‘I think it was the worst moment of my life.’
    


    
      That afternoon the MOD had held a fresh meeting. It was noted that an Argentine vessel was steaming towards the
      Falklands from Comodoro Rivadavia carrying command personnel and had the capability for transporting a battalion
      sized force. Its estimated time of arrival in Stanley was midday on 2 April. In these circumstances, Ministers
      believed that the Governor might welcome military guidance on rules of engagement and in particular ‘on the
      limits which should be set on resistance in the face of an overwhelming invasion force’. The Foreign Office
      concurred, agreeing that a signal should be sent to Rex Hunt setting out their recommendations.
    


    
      At 10.15pm (6.15pm Falklands Standard Time) Lord Carrington sent a crucial telegram to Governor Rex Hunt. It is
      worth quoting in full:
    


    
      
        For your information and that of the commander of the Royal Marines detachment only. You should know that we
        are concerned about Argentine preparations for the assembling of a seaborne force which could be used to invade
        the Falklands. Current evidence suggests that this could occur in the next two or three days.
      


      
        We have no definite indication as to Argentine intentions. We have asked the Americans at the highest level to
        make representations to the Argentine government to exercise restraint. We hope that this approach will be
        successful.
      


      
        Nevertheless, it seems prudent to review our current contingency plans. We have as a precautionary move ordered
        HMS Endurance back to Stanley. We are, of course, aware in general terms of your
        plans for the defence of the seat of government and resistance to any kind of incursion should one take place.
        The conduct of any operation is, of course, entirely a matter for you and the forces under your command. But is
        there any additional guidance you wish to have relating to the disposition of the extra Royal Marine forces at
        your disposal or about specific rules of engagement?
      


      
        We shall, of course, keep you closely in touch with developments.
      

    


    
      The importance of this message was obvious. But for whatever reason, the telegram never arrived. Rex Hunt
      described the events of the evening of 31 March as follows:
    


    
      There was no mention, in any of the communications, of the vital information that Mr Nott had been briefed by MOD
      officials on the latest intelligence report, which indicated that the early morning of 2 April had been set aside
      by the Argentines as the time and day for action … The Foreign Office had also seen these reports. In blissful
      ignorance of what was about to befall us, we hosted a dinner party.
    


    
      That evening, the Ministry Of Defence ordered HMS Endurance to return from South
      Georgia to Stanley. After an argument between the Foreign Office and the MOD, the Endurance had been given a reprieve – and would now be retained in service for a further two
      months. But in another demonstration of muddled thinking, the MOD decided that the ship’s complement of thirteen
      Marines, alongside the nine from NP 8901, would be left on South Georgia to watch the Argentinians at Leith –
      when they were desperately needed at Stanley.
    


    
      The division of forces bewildered Marine Steve Chubb:
    


    
      We unloaded all our weapons and ammunition including our 66mm and 84mm anti-tank weapons. We couldn’t help
      wondering what the point of it all was. An Argentine flotilla was almost certainly heading towards the Falklands
      and the Endurance was being sent back to Stanley without her detachment of Marines.
      She had been delayed too long in South Georgia, where nothing had been done to resolve the issue of the Argentine
      landing force. The problem should have been sorted out days ago.
    


    
      At 7.00pm on 31 March the Endurance weighed anchor and moved slowly across South
      Georgia’s Cumberland Bay. The night sky was overcast and the wind was blowing up waves 3 to 4ft high. Captain
      Nick Barker noted bleakly:
    


    
      Two Argentine frigates, armed with Exocet missiles, are deployed somewhere between the Falklands and South
      Georgia, on our ship’s present track – and one of their submarines is apparently en route to the same area.
      Beyond them, the entire enemy fleet is at sea. To counter this display of power, Governor Rex Hunt has a garrison
      of 69 Royal Marines, 22 more have for some reason been left on South Georgia, and my ship will now be wallowing
      along, half-way between them, unable to assist either. The nearest support is at Gibraltar, 5,500 miles and over
      two weeks steaming away.
    


    
      We needed all the support we could get, and the Argentinians at Leith should have been got rid of days earlier.
      An Argentine invasion could not be prevented by the small force at our disposal – but the presence of the
      Endurance and its twenty-two Marines would have been a considerable help. So too
      would an earlier warning, giving us more than twenty-four hours’ notice of the enemy’s intentions. And the input
      of the Foreign Office and the MOD would have clarified the status of our existing plan to resist Argentinian
      forces, signed off by Major Noott and Rex Hunt, in which the Marines of NP 8901 – after defending Government
      House in Stanley – would pull back into the surrounding countryside, taking the Governor with them.
    


    
      We knew little about this last flurry of international diplomacy. But here, for the record, is Margaret
      Thatcher’s cable to the American President Ronald Reagan, upon which all hopes were apparently resting:
    


    
      
        Dear Ron,
      


      
        You will know about the disturbing intelligence reports – both from your sources and from ours – that the
        Argentine Navy could be preparing to invade the Falkland Islands within the next 48 hours. There are less than
        2,000 inhabitants there. We maintain only a small garrison of about 75 marines at Port Stanley – the capital of
        the Falklands – and the only Royal Navy vessel we have in the area at the moment is an ice patrol ship. An
        Argentine assault would undoubtedly result in loss of life. We could not acquiesce to any Argentine occupation:
        the Falkland Islanders have always made it clear they wish and intend to remain British.
      


      
        Will you talk urgently with the Argentine President and ask him to give you an immediate assurance that he will
        not authorise any landing, let alone any hostilities? You can tell him that we will not escalate the dispute or
        start fighting. Meanwhile, we are pursuing urgent diplomatic initiatives with the Argentinians to reach a
        settlement and I would ask for your support in this effort too.
      


      
        Warm personal regards, Margaret.
      

    


    
      The urgency of the communication was self-evident. But the Prime Minister did not check whether we had received
      the same warning. Nor did she try to contact Rex Hunt herself, as she should have done. The following morning
      President Reagan responded:
    


    
      
        Dear Margaret,
      


      
        I have your urgent message of 31 March over Argentina’s apparent moves against the Falkland Islands. We share
        your concern over the disturbing military steps which the Argentines are taking and regret that negotiations
        have not succeeded in defusing the problem.
      


      
        Accordingly, we are contacting the Argentine government at the highest levels to urge them not to take military
        measures which would make a just solution more difficult to achieve.
      


      
        As you requested, we are also asking for assurances from them that they will show restraint and not initiate
        hostilities.
      


      
        I want you to know how we have valued your co-operation on the challenges we both face in many different parts
        of the world. We will do what we can to assist you here.
      


      
        Sincerely, Ron.
      

    


    
      Military juntas are not normally known for their ‘restraint’ and this last- minute attempt would have little
      effect. A transcript of President Reagan’s conversation with President Galtieri – made at 8.30pm US Eastern
      Standard Time – bluntly recorded:
    


    
      
        President Reagan stated that the US government had solid information that Argentina was planning military
        action to take control of the Falkland Islands. The President made a personal appeal to Galtieri not to embark
        upon this course of action.
      


      
        Galtieri refused the President’s offer of mediation – and said that the United States appeal had simply been
        overtaken by events.
      


      
        When pressed whether the Argentine forces would take action in the morning, Galtieri stated that ‘the
        government had full freedom to use force at the moment it judges opportune’.
      

    


    
      And that moment was not far away. At 9.00am Falklands Time on Thursday 1 April I took over operational command
      from my predecessor, Major Gary Noott. It was a bright, sunny day, mild – with very little wind. Together, we
      went on a tour of the beaches at Yorke Bay, 8km (5 miles) north-east of Stanley. We noted that two were suitable
      for amphibious landing – both rock and kelp free, with good exits. We then visited the Marines in Cape Pembroke
      Lighthouse. The Lighthouse keeper, Charlie McKenzie, had not noticed any unusual activity – and, as we checked by
      radio, nothing had been seen from our look-out post on Sapper Hill either. It was all strangely quiet.
    


    
      That morning, Stanley was receiving telegrams from London again. They spoke, in general terms, of the movements
      of the Argentine navy and diplomatic activity in Washington and New York, but there was no further mention of an
      invasion threat. And, quite remarkably, there was no follow up to the crucial message of the previous evening,
      although it must have been obvious that Rex Hunt had not received it. The Governor remained unaware that the
      Endurance was now sailing back to Stanley or that its captain, Nick Barker, on the
      instructions of Whitehall, was maintaining strict radio silence.
    


    
      On South Georgia, Lieutenant Keith Mills was now in command of the twenty-two Marines that had been left behind.
      And the clarity of the MOD’s thinking showed no sign of improvement. Mills recalled:
    


    
      I was issued with three specific sets of orders. To maintain a British presence on the Island, protect the
      scientists of the British Antarctic Survey and monitor the activities of the illegally landed Argentines at
      nearby Leith. But even at this late stage I had no ‘Rules of Engagement’ and was instructed to maintain radio
      silence between Grytviken and the Endurance.
    


    
      In such circumstances, Mills resolved to keep his men busy. ‘On the morning of 1 April the detachment commenced
      adventure training’, he noted. Captain Nick Barker wrote in his diary:
    


    
      Anything could happen today – anything. The weather is not good, and we’re making 9.5 knots, taking a devious
      route to Stanley … I have been ordered to set watch with the Royal Marines in the Falklands, but I am listening
      only. It would be suicide to transmit, as the enemy would immediately become aware of my whereabouts … The
      Argentines have announced internally that they will invade the Falklands at 6.00am tomorrow. Some ‘naval
      exercise’ this has turned out to be. It may still be some form of bluff – but I doubt it.
    


    
      Gerald Cheek, Director of Civil Aviation on the Falklands, remembered Dick Baker, the Islands’ Chief Secretary,
      arriving at the Airport shortly after midday on 1 April. The Falkland Islands Government Air Service (FIGAS) ran
      internal flights from Stanley into the ‘Camp’, employing, from 1979, a small BN-2 Islander aircraft alongside its
      Beaver float plane, and carrying passengers, mail and freight. Rex Hunt and other senior government officials had
      been due to fly to West Falkland – but Baker told him the flight would not now be happening.
      ‘The situation with Argentina is too tense’, Baker told him. ‘The Governor does not want to be away from Stanley
      at this time.’
    


    
      For us, everything would change shortly before 2.30pm. At Cape Pembroke Lighthouse the radio suddenly crackled
      into life. It was Rex Hunt, urgently summoning Gary and myself back to Stanley. We reached Government House half
      an hour later, to be met with a quite unnecessary insistence on protocol. The encrypted telegram, which had just
      arrived, could only be shared with ‘the officer commanding NP 8901’. As I was now officially OC, Gary was
      instructed to leave the room.
    


    
      It was 3.00pm. The Governor showed me a signal from London headed ‘Argentine action against the Falkland
      Islands’, which had been dispatched thirty-five minutes earlier. It read:
    


    
      ‘We now have apparently reliable evidence that an Argentinian task force will gather off Cape Pembroke early
      tomorrow morning, 2 April. You will wish to make your dispositions accordingly.’
    


    
      Rex said to me: ‘What do you think of that? We’ve called their bluff for nearly twenty years – and now it looks
      like you and I are the poor buggers who are going to be on the receiving end.’ For a few moments I was too
      stunned to reply. Then, gathering myself, I looked at my watch and replied: ‘It’s after midday – this is no April
      Fools’ prank.’
    


    
      Rex Hunt had stayed remarkably calm. ‘He is certainly not lacking in courage’, I thought. But much could be said
      about the phrase: ‘You will wish to make your dispositions accordingly’.
    


    
      Before taking up the post, I had read everything that was available in the MOD and in the archives of the Royal
      Marines. Remarkably, there was not a clearly defined national contingency plan in the event of an Argentinian
      invasion of the Falklands. In 1979 Major Ewen Southby-Tailyour got approval to draw one up (which involved a
      section of Marines holding out near a beach, on the northern coastline of East Falkland – at Campa Menta Bay –
      where they could gather intelligence and engage in guerrilla warfare until British Special Forces arrived) but it
      was subsequently blocked by the Foreign Office. Two years later the situation was little better, as Commander
      Robert Denton Green, Intelligence Staff Officer at Fleet HQ, Northwood recalled:
    


    
      When Admiral Fieldhouse took over as Commander-in-Chief Fleet in August 1981 he attended a meeting at the MOD
      with Foreign and Commonwealth Officials. He asked specifically for the Falklands contingency plan and discovered
      there wasn’t one. He asked why not, and was told by their officials not to worry: everything
      would be settled through negotiation. At the end of January 1982 he was rebuffed again and instructed his
      Intelligence Staff to compile one themselves. It was still being completed when the whole South Georgia business
      kicked off.
    


    
      An internal Foreign Office memorandum of 2 February 1982 confirmed Green’s account, acknowledging that ‘there was
      confusion within the MOD about the role of the Royal Marines garrison in the event of an attack on the Falkland
      Islands’ and that a draft contingency plan considered by the Foreign Office was never in fact completed. The buck
      was then passed to the Marines’ commander, whom the FO hoped ‘would have a clear idea of his responsibilities in
      such an event’, without offering him any further guidance on what those responsibilities actually were.
    


    
      So we were left with the local plan, drawn up by the commander of NP 8901, a Major, and set out in his quarterly
      reports – which received little input from Whitehall. Successive commanders would revise these plans each year.
      In the UK, one of the Marines had asked me what we would do if the Argentinians mounted a full-scale invasion.
      ‘Full-scale’ would mean an invasion at Brigade strength or greater, in other words several thousand men against a
      force of forty-three, with Argentina some 300 miles from the Falklands and Britain nearly 8,000 miles away. It
      was hard to know how to reply. So eventually I jokingly said: ‘The best thing we can do is go fishing for the
      day.’
    


    
      As the Argentine invasion had coincided with the change-over of Marine detachments I had more men at my disposal.
      But all the sixty-nine of us, Gary and myself included, could realistically do was to try and delay matters.
      Firstly, to offer armed resistance – so that Argentina could not claim it had carried out a peaceful occupation.
      Secondly, to give the invaders enough of a bloody nose that it might buy time for diplomacy or an armed response.
      The plan we had in place was one drawn up by Gary Noott (in his quarterly report of July 1981) and subsequently
      signed off by the Governor, Rex Hunt. It anticipated that our rifle sections would work closer together so that
      they could be less easily by-passed by the enemy and give better protection to Stanley and the seat of
      government.
    


    
      ‘The earlier operational plan, which had been in existence for some time, envisaged the detachment deploying to
      widely dispersed locations’, Gary had written. ‘This left rifle sections relatively isolated and liable to
      neutralisation. The revised plan reduces this possibility and will allow the detachment to
      react more flexibly to differing situations.’ The objective was to hit the enemy as hard as possible, cause
      maximum casualties and make him deploy.
    


    
      So I began to visualise the following scenario: our defensive force would be organised with an Operations Room,
      Tactical Headquarters, a group of defenders for Government House and six sections of Royal Marines and one
      section of Royal Navy in the field. Initial contact with the enemy would be made at the beaches and possibly the
      Airfield. We would then withdraw into Stanley and conduct a defence there, buying enough time to evacuate the
      Governor and a force of Marines into ‘the Camp’, the countryside outside Stanley, where we would attempt to set
      up an alternative seat of government. The overall aim was to delay the invading force and gain time for potential
      negotiations.
    


    
      But then the Governor intervened. To my considerable surprise, in the aftermath of the invasion warning Rex Hunt
      suddenly rejected the previously agreed plan. He came up to me and said that he would now stay in Government
      House. He did not want to abandon Stanley. And he refused to allow any substantial fighting in Stanley itself –
      for fear of civilian casualties. His dramatic announcement came entirely out of the blue. And with time at a
      premium, it took me back to the drawing board.
    


    
      The Governor was the Commander-in-Chief and the only person who could have moderated his stance was the Foreign
      Minister, Lord Carrington. But when Rex Hunt cabled Whitehall declaring his intention to remain in the Falklands’
      capital and also announcing that a body of Marines would subsequently attempt to break-out into the surrounding
      countryside without him, Carrington made no comment.
    


    
      I liked and respected Rex Hunt. He was down-to-earth, open and honest. He got on well with the Marines – he knew
      most of them by name, and would sometimes come up to the bar at Moody Brook and drink with them. He was a brave
      man – who, on the staff of the British Embassy in South Vietnam, had experienced the Viet Cong’s merciless Tet
      Offensive and the chaotic withdrawal from Saigon. One of his great strengths was that he was unflustered in a
      crisis. He had struck up a real rapport with the Falkland Islanders – and his change of heart came from his
      genuine concern for their welfare. And yet, from a military point of view, it was almost certainly a mistake –
      and one that would considerably limit the options available to us. Once he decided to stay in the capital, my
      hands were tied.
    


    
      The role of Naval Party 8901, as far as I understood it, was not to defend the Falkland Islands but to protect
      the seat of government. In other words, where the Governor was, the detachment should be
      also. Rex Hunt’s decision meant that our ability to maintain longer term resistance – which would have important
      symbolic value – was now compromised. We tried to preserve something of the original concept, agreeing that after
      pulling back to Stanley my detachment – the new NP 8901 – would stay with Rex Hunt and do what we could; Major
      Gary Noott would, if possible, go with some of his men (Sections 5 and 6) into the country. It was a makeshift
      solution – and hardly a satisfactory one.
    


    
      I said to Rex: ‘We’ve got a lot to do now. I’ll come back and tell you when we are ready and what our detailed
      plans are.’ On leaving the room, I had to relay everything to Gary Noott, whom I found waiting anxiously outside
      the door, which only cost us more time. I was just hours into my command – and needing to consult Gary almost
      constantly. I suggested to him that in the circumstances he should resume command himself. But Gary said simply:
      ‘You command. If there’s any problem, just call me in – as we are doing now.’ Rex now summoned the Islands’ Chief
      Secretary, Dick Baker, and all the heads of government. The King Edward Memorial Hospital was to remain fully
      staffed throughout the night, to provide medical cover for the defending Royal Marines, the Falkland Islands
      Defence Force and any civilians caught in the crossfire. The schools would remain closed. The Police Station was
      to have all available staff on duty (this amounted to three constables). All active members of the FIDF would be
      summoned to the Drill Hall that evening. Gerald Cheek recalled:
    


    
      Rex Hunt told us that an Argentine task force was approaching the Islands and expected to arrive at dawn tomorrow
      morning. We were given the troop strength of the Royal Marines and discussed the role of the FIDF in preparing to
      meet the invasion. The wireless station, power station and telephone exchange would be guarded. Lookout posts
      would be set up at the racecourse and football field, with orders to shoot down any Argentine helicopters
      attempting to land there.
    


    
      However, quite astonishingly, none of these plans were passed back to us. We received no information on FIDF
      deployment whatsoever. Once again, Falkland Islands protocol had reared its head. As the Defence Force was
      responsible to the Governor, it was not authorised to communicate with me directly, nor I with it. Instead, Gary
      and I returned to Moody Brook and ordered all our Marines back to the barracks (the old detachment had now moved
      into accommodation in Stanley). I ploughed through the contingency plan, making a series of
      amendments, whilst outside Gary began to burn all classified files.
    


    
      I had given some of the Marines of my detachment permission to go into Stanley late that morning. Their trip into
      town would be brief. ‘We were just finding our way around our new surroundings’, said Marine Danny Betts, ‘when
      an urgent message arrived from DSM Bill Muir: “We need you back now – apparently the Argentines are coming, in
      force”.’
    


    
      Falklander Marvin Clarke was working on Stanley’s jetty. ‘Around mid-afternoon, there was a rush of activity
      involving members of Naval Party 8901’, Clarke remembered. ‘It was clear something out of the ordinary was
      happening.’ Corporal Geordie Gill, one of the previous Naval Party, was staying in the Globe Tavern in the town
      centre, a couple of streets back from the quayside, one of Stanley’s three pubs – and where everyone drank, from
      the Governor down. ‘The duty driver from Moody Brook suddenly appeared and asked me to direct him to all the
      locations where our guys were staying’, Gill recalled. ‘We had to return to the barracks as fast as possible –
      and we soon found out why.’
    


    
      When all the Marines had assembled I told them: ‘Those of you who thought you were going home, circumstances have
      now changed. The Argentines will be here tomorrow and it is very likely that they will invade. We must start
      getting our defences ready.’
    


    
      Marine Ray Bloye looked around him. He had spent the last two days as one of the small Lighthouse detachment on
      Cape Pembroke. He hadn’t really got to know any of the members of the new Naval Party. And now he realised, as
      the briefing got underway, that it was the first time all the Marines on the Islands – from both detachments –
      had come together in one room.
    


    
      Marine Jock Wilcox recalled:
    


    
      We had joined the rest of the lads in the Moody Brook bar when Mike Norman, accompanied by Gary Noott, gave us
      the news that an Argentinian invasion fleet was expected at first light the following day. We felt a mixture of
      shock, excitement and fear as the few details known were given to us and the seriousness of our situation began
      to sink in.
    


    
      ‘Every 1 April, the new detachment got told the Argentines were going to invade’, Marine Buster Brown said. Such
      ‘warnings’ were usually the product of mischievous humour. Marine Jimmy Moffatt had served in the 1977-8
      detachment. He returned to the Falklands with his new wife at the end of January 1981 and
      decided to look up his old friends in Moody Brook. He was met with consternation. ‘What are you doing here
      Jimmy?’ the Marines said. ‘The Argies are about to invade’. For a moment, Moffatt fell for it. The ‘invasion’ was
      in fact the arrival of the passenger ship Bahia Buen Suceso with seventy Argentinian
      tourists on board. However, this was no prank. ‘I was convinced that in a matter of seconds everyone would start
      laughing’, Buster Brown continued. ‘They didn’t.’
    


    
      Geordie Gill added:
    


    
      Major Mike Norman’s stern expression silenced everyone. Apparently we were likely to face an invasion force of
      several thousand troops, with armour, artillery and air cover. There were no British warships in the area and
      there was no other support of any kind to help. Basically we were on our own! It was what we were there for, what
      we had trained for – and now, in the most difficult of circumstances, it was down to us to prove ourselves.
    


    
      Corporal Lou Armour was struggling to take it all in:
    


    
      We had thought after the previous day’s briefing that the Argentines might attempt a token landing and stick a
      flag up somewhere to try and make a point. We didn’t really believe there would be a full-scale invasion. And now
      we were faced with the harsh reality. All of us knew that we didn’t have the manpower or the equipment to
      properly defend the Falklands.
    


    
      The room was completely quiet. ‘The gravity of it all sunk in when we heard a din from the Signal Room’, Marine
      Gary Williams remarked. ‘The crypto equipment was being destroyed with sledgehammers.’
    


    
      I gave the Marines their priorities of work, knowing that they would still be out preparing positions at last
      light (at around 6.40pm). These decisions were, of course, taken at considerable speed. It was already 4 o’clock.
      So we set out a hurriedly thought-through contingency plan, based on four likely enemy options.
    


    
      Firstly, we considered an amphibious landing of infantry over a beach. Secondly, a helicopter assault on the
      Airfield. Thirdly, a naval task force steaming into Stanley – and finally, helicopter landings in the area of
      Port Harriet. We felt that a combination of the first two was the most probable. And as there were only two
      beaches around Stanley where the Argentinians could land – to the east and west of Yorke
      Point – Gary and I had to decide which of them to defend, as we couldn’t hold more than one – we didn’t have
      sufficient stores (particularly of barbed wire), let alone men.
    


    
      The intelligence available to us was poor. We had little or no information on the capabilities of the Argentinian
      forces. I was under the impression, as was Gary, that if they carried out an amphibious assault they would do it
      the same way as us. I expected them to come in landing craft, which influenced our decision about which beach at
      Yorke Bay, 8km (5 miles) east of Stanley, we would defend. The western one (which we designated Orange Beach) was
      shallow, the eastern (Purple Beach) deep. From our point of view, a shallow beach meant a long wade off the
      landing craft – which is the last thing you want if you are going into a defended beach. So we resolved to put a
      small force on the deep beach. It transpired that the Argentinians had American Amtracks, which are much more
      suited to a shallow beach. So we selected the wrong beach through lack of proper military intelligence.
    


    
      We also hadn’t anticipated any Special Forces operations against us, or allowed for this in our contingency
      plans, because we didn’t appreciate that the Argentinians had any. The Defence Attaché in Buenos Aires, Colonel
      Stephen Love, had told Rex Hunt directly about their existence and the threat they might pose, but the Foreign
      Office was sceptical of his claims, dismissing his warning as ‘unsubstantiated’, and it was never passed on to
      us. Nor were they mentioned in any MOD briefings.
    


    
      I have since spoken to a number of previous officers in command in the Falklands, none of whom were any wiser
      than I was about Argentinian military resources and tactics. All the people who were actually down there and
      drawing up defence plans based them on the wrong assumptions. As Commander Robert Denton Green put it: ‘When we
      began work on the “threat” section of a Falklands contingency plan at the beginning of March 1982 we realised we
      knew nothing about their weapons systems and equipment.’
    


    
      Stanley Airport was a major cause for concern. An invading force was likely to land troop transports on the
      runway, in support of a seaborne landing. The 1,2500m runway needed to be cratered, but we did not have strong
      enough explosives to make a significant impact on the reinforced concrete nor were we able to requisition any
      from the Falkland Islands’ Department of Works (responsible for the construction and maintenance of roads and
      public buildings). Instead, we had to submit a request to the Department, which it
      rebuffed, stating it would take three days to lay the proper number of charges.
    


    
      Gary and I found it hard to believe this claim – there was a working quarry at Mary Hill, just west of the
      Airport, which had supplied most of the stone to complete the runway in 1979, and the necessary equipment and
      explosives must have been stored nearby. In normal circumstances, one might need a couple of days’ preparation to
      do the job thoroughly – but these were not normal circumstances. However, the urgency of the situation did not
      seem to register with the Department at all and we were left with the strong suspicion that its Director was
      deliberately dragging his feet, reluctant to destroy the runway only three years after its completion. It was
      crucial that the Governor now stepped in. But when I rang Rex Hunt and stressed the importance of putting the
      runway out of action without delay he repeated the statement of the Director of Works. ‘They can’t do it, Mike’,
      he said, and refused to push the matter any further.
    


    
      We were running out of time. If Whitehall had put a contingency plan in place, as it should have, this issue
      could have been addressed. Failing that, the British government needed to make a direct intervention. But as we
      shall see, Lord Carrington’s instructions on the matter would be dispatched far too late. Instead, we had to be
      content with placing obstacles on the runway – a far less effective course of action. As soon as the Argentine
      armoured personnel carriers came ashore, they simply bulldozed them out of the way.
    


    
      We laid out our defences as best we could, envisaging the majority of our men would be deployed in a line of
      sections (each of a strength of six Marines) along the narrow peninsula separating Stanley from the airfield.
      Unable to crater the runway, as we needed to do, we now had to assume that after the enemy landed he would
      quickly take control of the Airport, bring in helicopters and aircraft and after landing these troops advance up
      the peninsula towards Stanley. We knew we didn’t have a cat in hell’s chance of stopping them. All we could do
      was try to delay the Argentinians, delay and cause casualties. Delay, delay – that was my thinking, hoping that
      whilst the enemy were being held up somebody would take some initiative, start talking and perhaps have a
      ceasefire or truce.
    


    
      So our plan was that one section of Marines, which you could call ‘the fire section’, would make the Argentinians
      deploy, causing as many casualties as they could. As soon as the enemy deployed, the fire section would withdraw
      through the next section behind it. Then, as the enemy got up to move, within about half a mile they would be hit
      by that next section, which would make them deploy again. We would do this all the way back to the edge of
      Stanley, where the four sections would regroup. Lieutenant Bill Trollope, my second-in-command, would then do
      exactly the same, holding a twenty-eight-man position. Hopefully we would have inflicted
      sufficient casualties to make them think again and perhaps negotiate.
    


    
      And so we prepared our dispositions. We felt that the least likely enemy option was helicopter landings of troops
      in the area of Port Harriet. However, Corporal Carr’s 6 Section would be sent to the Murray Heights, the ridge of
      high ground above Stanley, to watch for a possible Argentine advance from the south and if this occurred, give us
      early warning of it.
    


    
      Corporal York’s 4 Section would be placed on the western side of the Narrows in Stanley Harbour with one of our
      84mm anti-tank weapons (Marines Brown and Betts of 2 Section had the other one) in case the Argentinians tried to
      steam directly into the harbour. I told him: ‘Sink the first ship you see and block the Narrows’. The section
      also had a Gemini craft, so that it could be recalled when required. We would do all we could with the equipment
      available to us.
    


    
      As we believed the most likely enemy option was an amphibious landing of infantry on a suitable beach, combined
      with a helicopter assault on the Airfield, we concentrated most of our strength to meet this threat. Corporal
      Duff’s 5 Section would be positioned at the southern edge of the Airfield, which we would obstruct with airport
      transport vehicles. Their task was to disrupt and delay any helicopter landings. Corporal Armour’s 1 Section
      would be placed at Hookers Point, to challenge enemy forces attempting to cross the Isthmus from the airfield,
      with Corporal Bryan’s 2 Section just behind them, on Airport Road. Corporal Johnson’s 3 Section would be
      stationed further back, alongside the VOR directional beacon. And I put Lieutenant Trollope’s Troop Headquarters
      at Lookout Rocks, close to the eastern outskirts of Stanley. I would position my own small Tac HQ just behind it.
    


    
      I decided to put two Marines with a machine gun in the sand dunes overlooking what we thought would be the most
      likely landing beach, Purple Beach, to the east of Yorke Point, with orders to open fire on the disembarking
      troops. We only had enough double dannert barbed wire to lay across one beach. It was our intention to improve
      our defences on both the Airfield and Purple Beach using home-made claymore mines, but we simply did not have
      enough time. The two lads – Milne and Wilcox – would then try to make their getaway on two of the detachment’s
      three motor bikes. One of Major Gary Noott’s men, Marine Berry, volunteered to go to the top of Sapper Hill – an
      important vantage point, 137m high, south-west of Stanley – all by himself, on the remaining motor bike. All
      these three men were incredibly brave.
    


    
      We are trained to think fast and plan fast – but this was all done in a terrible rush. Marine Wilcox recalled:
    


    
      We heard that there would be just two of us on the beach to deter an invasion force of warships, troops, armour
      and air cover. We got darkly humorous comments from our mates, who, with one of the final scenes of Monty
      Python’s Life of Brian in mind, would call out ‘Suicide squad – attention!’ as we
      passed by. It didn’t make us much happier about our chances of surviving – however, there was a job to be done
      and we got on with it.
    


    
      I would put our Ops Room in Government House, under the supervision of Major Gary Noott. I had decided that the
      Detachment HQ, under DSM Bill Muir and the Administration Section, which included vehicle mechanics, cooks,
      drivers, clerks and butchers, under DQMS Bill Aspinall, would garrison the House alongside a GH Section under
      Corporal Sellen. DSM Noone took charge of the Hydrographers (who had little weapons training), Marine Harry Dorey
      would be the Governor’s personal bodyguard and LMAs Bradford and Pickthall would provide medical cover.
    


    
      Then there was the FIDF – and thirty-two of them would turn out – which was being given its own tasks, primarily
      to defend vulnerable installations like the Town Hall and the Power Station, without any consultation with us.
      Some of them were young lads – but the majority were trained and good shots, and would have been a valuable
      addition to our own force, if an integrated command system existed. Unfortunately, it did not. We did have a
      chartered ship, the Forrest, which I would send to the outer harbour, Port William,
      with two of the naval officers (Lieutenants Mike Ball and Chris Todhunter), to keep a radar watch and tell us if
      any Argentinian ships were sighted.
    


    
      All our training was to just get on with things, whatever the circumstances. But I was left with the nagging
      feeling that the British government had simply left us to our own devices.
    


    
      DQMS Bill Aspinall, with commendable understatement, said:
    


    
      Around tea time, when we were all told to expect an invasion – it all got a bit manic. I was arranging the
      loading of ammunition and the issue of weapons. In the midst of it all, I remember a former Marine, Jim
      Fairfield, coming to Moody Brook and asking for a rifle and ammo. Jim had left the Royal Marines after marrying a
      ‘kelper’ (a Falkland Islander) and had settled own in the Islands. Now he wanted to join his
      comrades and fight alongside them. It made a great impression on me.
    


    
      Bill Curtis, a Canadian living in the Falklands, also arrived at the Brook, volunteering to disable the LADE
      directional beacon south of Airport Road. Back home, he had worked in airport electronics and he asked for a
      couple of Marines to help him break into the beacon, so that he could shift its radio beam by twenty degrees.
      Bill’s ingenious plan envisioned that an Argentine Hercules packed with troops would then be directed past the
      Islands and into the deep Atlantic. It seemed a little over-elaborate but worth a try – and I gave him use of a
      Land Rover and a couple of my men. But when Curtis broke into the installation he was confronted with a
      bewildering array of boxes and wires. So he adopted a simpler approach: he took a sledgehammer to it.
    


    
      There was so much to do, and so little time to do it in. ‘Our priorities were to put obstacles on the airport
      runway, get barbed wire entanglements up along the beach and dig slit trenches for each section’, said Lieutenant
      Bill Trollope. ‘In a burst of frenetic activity’, Marine Jock Wilcox added, ‘we loaded a four tonner with rolls
      of dannert wire and steel posts and raced out to the beach at Yorke Bay. We were fast running out of daylight and
      managed – only just – to lay a single length of barbed wire across the whole beach before it got too dark to do
      anything more.’
    


    
      My men were still trying to digest it all. Marine Ray Bloye recalled:
    


    
      We were digging slit trenches and as we did so we talked through the different scenarios that might be played
      out. Nobody was in any doubt that the Argentines were coming but some wondered if their fleet might sit off the
      coast and try to intimidate us into surrendering. This did not seem very likely. And the realisation began to
      sink in that if they did invade, few of us would survive.
    


    
      Ray Bloye and his fellow Marines had been part of the 1981-2 detachment. ‘Our year on the Falklands had given us
      ample opportunity to hone our skills’, Bloye continued. ‘We had done more live firing than at any time in the
      Corps. That, along with our fitness levels, gave us a lot of confidence. We would not go down without a fight.’
    


    
      Amidst our hurried preparations, Corporal Geordie Gill remembered an extraordinary moment: ‘It was coming up to
      dusk and we were getting the last of the wire up’, he said. ‘And then, we were engulfed by the most fantastic Falklands sunset. The sky was blood red – and for a moment, everybody stopped what they were
      doing and just looked at it.’
    


    
      Early that evening I reported back to the Governor. And he in turn contacted the Foreign Office, sending the
      following telegram at 7.55pm:
    


    
      Argentine action against Falkland Islands. 1) Royal Marines dispositions will be made near expected landing beach
      and they will do what they can to contain the landing and to defend the airport. 2) The FIDF will round up
      Argentines in Stanley before dawn tomorrow and bring them to Government House for safe-keeping. They will then
      deploy at probable helicopter landing sites. 3) Marines will fall back to the outskirts of Stanley but will not
      fight in Stanley. Survival party will take off to the hills as Argentine forces reach the capital. I shall remain
      at Government House.
    


    
      Our preparations were quickly noticed by Stanley’s inhabitants. John Smith was a manager with the Falkland
      Islands Company. His two sons, Jeremy and Martyn, returned from a trip to Sapper Hill reporting that Royal
      Marines were transporting coils of barbed wire down to the Airport. That evening, the family stayed glued to
      their radio.
    


    
      At 8.15pm Governor Rex Hunt broadcast live to the Islanders. He announced:
    


    
      There is mounting evidence that the Argentine armed forces are preparing to invade the Falkland Islands. In these
      circumstances, I think it is necessary to take certain precautionary measures here in Stanley. I have alerted the
      Royal Marines and ask for all serving members of the FIDF to report to the Drill Hall as soon as possible. They
      will be on guard tonight at the key points in the town … The radio station will stay open until further notice
      and I shall come on air again as soon as I have anything more to report. In the meantime, I would urge you all to
      remain calm, and if at all possible, to keep off the streets.
    


    
      Falklanders were not entirely surprised, but deeply shocked nevertheless. John Smith wrote:
    


    
      Now it has all become suddenly clear why we have had regular overflying by Argentine aircraft. But the enormity
      of this news has left everyone absolutely stunned. How could an invasion force be assembled, put to sea and then be off the Falklands for at least ten hours before it was discovered. We are living in
      the last quarter of the twentieth century and it is quite incredible that this has been allowed to happen.
      Something has gone desperately wrong somewhere.
    


    
      Shortly after 8.30pm Gerald Cheek made his way to the Drill Hall. More than thirty members of the FIDF had
      assembled there, ranging in age from 16 to 60. Plans for resisting an Argentine invasion had always assumed that
      the Royal Marines and the FIDF would fight side by side. But although we had set out our own plans for
      deployment, there still was no co-ordination with the Defence Force’s. Their Officer in Command, Major Phil
      Summers, allocated tasks for the men to do. There was no contact between us. And as his men had no radios, they
      had no way of communicating with us either. They received their orders, and updates to their instructions, by
      finding a telephone and ringing through to the Drill Hall, which served as their HQ.
    


    
      Cheek and another member of the Defence Force were posted to the Racecourse to watch for an enemy helicopter
      landing. If one appeared they were told to try and shoot it down. Both men had received some basic weapons
      training and were each issued with Lee-Enfield rifles and 100 rounds of ammunition. In the circumstances, they
      were understandably apprehensive. The 900m stretch of open ground, south-west of Government House, with two small
      grandstands at its finishing line, had seen Argentine incursions before, in 1964 and 1966. ‘This is going to be a
      long night’, Cheek thought to himself.
    


    
      We received scant encouragement from Whitehall. In a telegram to Government House, dispatched more than three
      hours after the invasion warning the Foreign Secretary, Lord Carrington, nevertheless vetoed a measure that Rex
      and I felt was of the utmost importance, to round up all the Argentine nationals on the Islands, some fifty or
      sixty of them, who now formed a potential fifth column. Of particular concern was the team of around thirty
      youthful Argentinian engineers and builders who were erecting a new depot for Gas del Estado (by agreement with
      the British government, Argentina had been supplying the Falklands with gas since 1974). Some of them had been
      showing an unusual interest in Stanley’s dock facilities.
    


    
      However, even at this late stage, with an invasion imminent, the Foreign Secretary was concerned that such a
      measure might appear provocative, before all diplomatic avenues had been exhausted. After having delivered the
      stark warning that an enemy task force would appear off Cape Pembroke in the early hours of 2 April, he hesitated
      once more. ‘Although the evidence of Argentine intentions to attack the Islands tomorrow is
      highly suggestive’, Lord Carrington opined, ‘it is not yet entirely conclusive.’ As a result, the round-up was
      further delayed.
    


    
      At Moody Brook, my men were returning from their assignments. There was now a rush for the Armoury: rocket
      launchers, rifles, grenades and as much ammunition as a Marine could carry. ‘We were told to help ourselves to
      whatever we wanted’, said Marine Ray Bloye. ‘I took 300 rounds in bandoliers, 40 rounds in tracer, two high
      explosive grenades, two phosphorus grenades and machine gun ammo. I mixed up my rounds with tracer.’ ‘We gathered
      up a huge amount’, Corporal Nick Williams recalled. ‘We all knew that there was not going to be any re-supply. We
      would stand and fight with what we had.’ The Naval Hydrographers were issued with Sterling submachine guns and
      taught how to load a magazine of 9mm ammunition.
    


    
      ‘One of my clearest recollections was of the Mess that evening’, said DSM Bill Muir. ‘Sergeant Shepherd, our
      weapons instructor, was demonstrating to the Royal Navy personnel how to operate and fire a sub-machine gun. It
      was the first time that they had ever handled the weapon. The others, ready and waiting for our final orders,
      were quietly playing cards.’
    


    
      The options at my disposal were so limited. My last action was to order the light on the Cape Pembroke Lighthouse
      to be switched off. The weather in the Falklands is notoriously unpredictable – and I prayed that a gale might
      suddenly blow up. But the night remained completely calm.
    


    
      With all the Royal Marines back at Moody Brook, we ate a meal together – which a number of my men cheerily
      christened ‘the Last Supper’. Weapons and ammunition were stacked all around us. Some devoured their food
      heartily; others scarcely managed more than a few mouthfuls. ‘There was hot food on the go’, Marine Berry said,
      ‘but although I tried, I could not eat very much. I felt sick in the pit of my stomach.’
    


    
      At 11.00pm on 1 April I called everyone together for a final briefing. It was the most difficult thing I have
      ever done in my life: to try and give convincing orders to men whom I knew had no chance of winning and who were
      very likely going to die. They knew that too – they were not fools. And I was convinced that most of us would
      surely die.
    


    
      We assembled in the disco area of the bar. The Marines pulled up chairs or sat on the floor. Firstly, I fielded a
      few questions. Sergeant Short – struggling with the enormity of it all – asked: ‘I don’t suppose, sir, there’s a
      chance of settling this with a game of football?’ That raised a laugh. In better times, the Endurance had played soccer against the Argentine Navy during courtesy visits to Buenos Aires.
      Another Marine – fresh from a tour of duty in Northern Ireland – wanted to know if he should
      give the invaders a verbal warning before opening fire. ‘We will extend them no such courtesy’, I replied. And
      then I looked round the room, gathered myself – and set out our plan of action.
    


    
      I was not going to bullshit the men about the odds we were facing. Nor was I going to skirt around the fact that
      we were going to fight on until we were overrun, which probably meant death. I just went for it and gave it to
      them in an upbeat fashion, telling a joke every now and then. I made a play of the fact that we were Royal
      Marines, the best of the best, proud of being an elite force and this was basically a ‘hobo army’ coming,
      consisting mostly of national servicemen, used to bullying natives. The enemy would be arrogant and expecting a
      walk over. Who the hell were they to think that we were going to lie down and be run over? We had a good fighting
      tradition and we would give them a taste of it.
    


    
      I was of course well aware that the spearhead of the invasion force would not be a ‘hobo army’ but elite
      Argentine troops. But I was trying to lift the spirits of my men.
    


    
      Corporal Nick Williams remembered:
    


    
      
        When Major Mike Norman gave out his orders you could have heard a pin drop. There was a little bravado and
        banter – but most of us were deep in thought, wondering what was going to happen.
      


      
        Mike’s instructions were clear and comprehensive. The section about the strength of enemy forces, which could
        only have been about a couple of minutes long, seemed to last an eternity. It occurred to me, and many of my
        fellows, that the British government knew what was going to happen in advance, but for whatever reason had
        delayed telling us, hindering our chances of putting up a proper defence.
      


      
        Mike Norman told us that there were three choices. The first was to surrender the Islands now, before they
        landed. That was out of the question. The second was to go into the mountains with the Governor and conduct a
        hit and run campaign until reinforcements landed. This plan was no longer feasible. Which took us to the third
        option, to meet them head on – and give them a bloody nose. And that was what we were going to do.
      


      
        As Mike was briefing us, I realized that we didn’t stand a chance and that we were all going to die in the
        morning. There could be no other outcome. It was sobering to say the least. Each section was given their
        mission, in a rolling defence from Yorke Bay to the airport and Stanley. Government House
        was the HQ and that was where we would make our last stand.
      


      
        I will never forget the expressions on the faces of those around me. The enormity of it all was sinking in – it
        was a death sentence. And yet we were all completely behind Mike Norman.
      

    


    
      I paused for a moment. A memory flashed through my head. It was of the first time I had walked into this bar – at
      the end of November 1970 – as a guest of Hugh Leicester and his detachment. The atmosphere was relaxed and
      convivial, with the usual banter and humour. Hugh was passing me a drink. ‘Things have been pretty uneventful
      here’, he remarked.
    


    
      Then I returned to the present, took a deep breath, looked around the room and said a few final words: ‘Tomorrow,
      when it all happens, forget the Falkland Islands – there is no way we can save them – and forget the Royal
      Marines and their history: there is no way we can conjure a victory out of this. We are going to be totally
      outnumbered and tomorrow you will be fighting for your lives, for yourselves and for each other.’
    


    
      For a few moments, there was total silence. And then, to my amazement, they all began clapping, saying: ‘Let’s
      get them! We’re off!’
    


    
      Corporal Dave Gerrard recalled: ‘When Mike finished, the room was deathly quiet – we were still in a state of
      disbelief. And then there was a burst of applause. Someone struck up the Monty Python song “Always look on the
      bright side of life” and we all went on our way, whistling.’
    


    
      And so it began. As my Marines started to deploy, I stood by the gate and stopped each section commander, saying:
      ‘Nothing stupid – just do your job. I don’t want any heroics.’ I was glad of the camouflage. Tears were running
      down my face.
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 4


    The Day of Decision


    
      Argentine forces were now waiting off the Falklands. The junta had made its decision
      and Operation Rosary was about to begin. The majority of their ships were bearing down on Cape Pembroke and
      Mengeary Point – which marked the outer approaches to Stanley – where they would be within striking distance of
      the beaches to the east of the Falkland Islands’ capital. We had anticipated such a plan. But we had not
      anticipated everything.
    


    
      Ahead of their main landing party, their Special Forces were also preparing for action. The destroyer
      Santisima Trinidad broke off from the main invasion fleet, steaming south of Stanley
      towards Port Harriet, carrying twenty-one Gemini assault craft. These were intended to carry two groups, one of
      about forty men, the other around fifty, some 500m or so from the ship to a beach near Mullet Creek. It was a
      difficult beach to land on, surrounded by large amounts of kelp – but, unknown to us, it had been reconnoitred in
      advance by the submarine Santa Fe. The Special Forces’ targets would be the Moody
      Brook Barracks and Government House. This was the scenario that Defence Attaché Colonel Love had correctly
      anticipated – a warning we would never see, relegated in all likelihood to the bottom of a locked filing cabinet.
      It was a cold, quiet night, the occasional moonlight largely obscured by clouds.
    


    
      To a considerable extent, we can now reconstruct the main Argentine military plan, their Order of Battle and the
      units readying themselves for action. Early on 2 April we had no idea how many we would be facing or where they
      would be coming from. But we knew they wanted to take the Falklands quickly. To do so, they would land an
      invasion force several thousand strong. In response, Gary and I had sixty-seven Marines at our disposal –
      including my administrative personnel – and ten Hydrographers (Leading Seaman Steve Brook was away at Port Louis)
      most of whom had scarcely handled a rifle before, let alone used it. I had no command or control over the thirty-
      two brave men of the FIDF whatsoever.
    


    
      In support of their invasion, the Argentines would land armoured vehicles and bring in helicopters and air
      support. To oppose them – with one of our 2in mortars broken, and the other of little use in
      a fluid, combat situation – our most powerful armament was two Carl Gustav anti-tank weapons, with an effective
      range against a moving target of around 400m. It was desperate.
    


    
      ‘The scariest time is before it all happens’, said Corporal Lou Armour. ‘This was my first battle – and I didn’t
      know how I was going to do. In training it is easy to be “gung-ho”, leading the way – but that is with blanks.’
      There is a terrible loneliness in the last hours before combat – but we were particularly alone that night.
      Communications with Whitehall were at first intermittent – atmospheric conditions were disrupting the radio link,
      managed by Cable and Wireless, with the United Kingdom – and then ceased altogether, shortly before 4.45am. The
      Governor’s reports of the invasion would go unheard.
    


    
      Corporal Geordie Gill recalled:
    


    
      Our men were driving off into the darkness and I knew that I might never see them again. The Argies were coming
      with warships and probably an overwhelming force of artillery, air and armour – and we were on our own. We had
      had a signal from the UK telling us ‘to make our dispositions accordingly’, in other words, to fight until we
      were overrun. I always knew – from every other conflict I had been in – that there was a chance I could get
      killed or injured. This time though, it wasn’t a matter of chance: we knew it was going to be us. And our
      government had not even wished us ‘Good luck!’ I thought to myself that Nelson would have done it better.
    


    
      Nelson would certainly have done it better. He had a gift for keeping his officers and men well-informed,
      enabling them to feel part of a bigger picture and proud of the role they were playing in it. His signal to the
      fleet before Trafalgar brought everyone together. Second Lieutenant Lewis Roteley, one of a detachment of Royal
      Marines posted on HMS Victory, wrote of the engagement: ‘At the beginning of the
      action we had forty Marines stationed on the poop with small arms … but in a matter of hours only five of us
      remained unhurt. I myself received several small wounds but nothing would induce me to leave the deck.’
    


    
      Of all our war leaders, Winston Churchill most understood the importance of the Falklands. As First Lord of the
      Admiralty, he dispatched a battle fleet to the South Atlantic in 1914, saving the Islands from Graf von Spee’s
      raiding squadron. As Prime Minister, he established a garrison in Stanley in 1942 (the 11th Battalion of the West
      Yorkshire Regiment) and sent Marines to the capital in 1953, when Argentina was attempting to
      establish a small base on Deception Island. In a note chiding defence chiefs, he said: ‘A frigate should
      certainly be kept in the neighbourhood of the Falklands … I had not realised that your resources were so
      straitened that even an improvised company could not be sent to Stanley.’ These were the days of Empire – and
      Churchill knew the value of an effective military deterrent.
    


    
      In contrast, my Marines felt that they had been abandoned to their fate. ‘It seemed to me that the British
      government had a strong sense of what was going to happen’ said Corporal Nick Williams, ‘but for some reason
      chose not to inform us properly.’ We now know that this was the result of disarray rather than some more sinister
      motive. Alongside the breaks in communication, there was a struggle to muster any coherent message of support.
      First Sea Lord and Admiral of the Fleet Sir Henry Leach recalled a meeting held late on the evening of 1 April at
      10 Downing Street:
    


    
      
        There was considerable debate over what instructions should be sent to the Governor of the Falkland Islands. A
        message of confidence? Of exhortation to fight to the last? Of restraint on such heroics to reduce bloodshed?
        After a period of heavy drafting, a message was shaped up along the lines of: ‘. complete confidence in your
        ability to handle the situation … realise you may be faced with impossible odds … know you will exercise your
        judgment in avoiding needless loss of life … our thoughts are with you at this critical time.’ To me, it seemed
        at worst back-seat driving and at best a collection of pious platitudes. Evidently I displayed my distaste, for
        the Prime Minister spotted it.
      


      
        ‘You’re shaking your head, Admiral. You don’t agree?’
      


      
        ‘Prime Minister, I can only say what I would do, if I were commander of the Royal Marines garrison on the
        Islands and had just received such a message.’
      


      
        ‘What?’
      


      
        ‘Put it straight in the wastepaper bin – and lose any remaining confidence in Whitehall.’
      


      
        There was a long pause. ‘What would you say then?’
      

    


    
      Sir Henry Leach had, at the age of 20, manned one of the guns on the battleship HMS Duke of
      York during the savage action off Norway’s North Cape, on the night of 26 December 1943, which saw the
      battering and sinking of the 31,000-ton German battle cruiser Scharnhorst. He had
      risen up the ranks to command frigates and destroyers before achieving the top job by way of
      the Plans Directorate and command of the Fleet. His creed was simple: what’s right for the Navy is right for
      Great Britain.
    


    
      He now surveyed members of a government that had proposed draconian cuts to our aircraft carriers, destroyers and
      frigates and to our amphibious forces. That had never drawn up a contingency plan for defending the Falklands.
      That was intent on scrapping HMS Endurance. That had consistently disregarded
      warnings from its own Joint Intelligence Committee. That still believed that the panacea of international
      diplomacy, and ever more desperate letters to President Ronald Reagan, Al Haig, the US Secretary of State, our
      Ambassadors in Washington and Buenos Aires, might somehow save the day. A government that seemed incapable of
      reaching out to the small Royal Marines garrison under its command, one that was the last bulwark against
      impending invasion.
    


    
      There was much Sir Henry Leach could have said – but none of it would have been helpful. So he turned to the
      Prime Minister and simply replied: ‘Nothing. It is too late now. Leave it to the men on the spot.’
    


    
      Such is hindsight.
    


    
      At the time, our feeling was instinctive – it was a gut reaction. We believed we had largely been kept in the
      dark about the invasion. The one brief warning had given us so little time to prepare. However, these thoughts
      now had to be pushed out of our minds. We were Royal Marines – and we had a job to do. To put up a determined
      resistance, even against overwhelming odds. To defend Rex Hunt, the Governor of the Falklands and Government
      House, the seat of the Islands’ administration. It was not about history or international politics any more. It
      was about professionalism and pride.
    


    
      Everyone’s nerves were on edge. Moody Brook was fully vacated by 1.35am on 2 April. We had deployed shortly after
      2.00am and couldn’t do anything more until first light (a little over five hours later).
    


    
      Corporal Nick Williams, the second-in-command of 6 Section, was now on Murray Heights, overlooking Stanley:
    


    
      We all were carrying a huge amount of kit and ammunition. We did a recce and got into position, near a flat rock
      platform, overlooking the common, south of Stanley. We laid out the belts of cartridges for our general purpose
      machine gun (the most effective weapon we had, alongside the 66mm anti-tank rockets) and brought up our grenades.
      Marine Marcus Bennett was my number 2 on the gun; the other Marines spread out along the Heights as riflemen. We
      were watching for Argentine helicopter landings to the south, near Port Harriet, and our
      mission was simple: to oppose an enemy advance to Stanley from this direction. We would open up on them for as
      long as we could, take out as many of their men and choppers as possible – and then withdraw to Government House.
    


    
      As the Marines settled into their position, Williams reflected upon what might lie ahead:
    


    
      
        Corporal Carr had decided that once an attack began Benny [Bennett] and I would respond with maximum fire until
        we were in danger of being overrun. Then we would both cover the riflemen back up the hill, a distance of about
        150 metres, towards the town. We were confident that we could keep the enemy’s heads down with the firepower
        that we had, and enable the rest of the section to reach safe ground. But the plan then called for the riflemen
        to cover us back to join the section. About that, we were not so sure. It was a hell of a distance, uphill, and
        with the weight of the gun to carry.
      


      
        We thought about the other Marines – particularly Les Milne and Jock Wilcox, our first line of defence. They
        would be at York Bay, behind some barbed wire, with a general purpose machine gun and two motorcycles. If the
        invasion started with a beach landing they were to open rapid fire on the landing craft, kill as many as they
        could for as long as they dared and then – in theory at least – ride off on the bikes to the Airport. I will
        never forget the look on their faces, and yet they accepted these orders unhesitatingly. Major Mike Norman had
        told us that we would give the Argies a bloody nose – and we were all up for that.
      


      
        Benny and I were not that close in the year we had spent on the Islands [both men were part of the 1981-2
        detachment]. I was coming up to 27, the unit carpenter, married with two small children back home. I had really
        enjoyed my tour. I was a heavy smoker, enjoyed socializing and spent a lot of time in bars or out at camp.
        Benny was about 20, fit as a fiddle – he didn’t drink or smoke – and a bit of a loner: he spent the whole year
        weight-training in his spare time. But as we settled down to wait, we really began to talk.
      


      
        To steady my nerves, I told Benny I had to have a smoke. In order not to show any light, I unrolled the
        sleeping bag, crawled head-first into it and lit up. It was a bit fuggy to say the least. But when I reemerged
        Benny asked me if it had helped. ‘Yes, it calmed me down a bit’, I replied. ‘Have you got a
        spare one?’ he asked. It was Benny’s first cigarette. And after he had finished, we talked some more about what
        was likely to happen. We came to the conclusion that we would be able to cover the rest of the section when it
        was time to withdraw, but they didn’t stand a chance of doing the same for us. We didn’t have a hope of making
        it.
      


      
        And so we made a pact. We agreed that when that time came, we would stay put and take out as many Argentines as
        we could before they killed us. We promised each other that if one of us was wounded, as we were being overrun,
        the other would detonate the L2 grenade to kill us both. We were 8,000 miles from home and before that night
        had been relative strangers. Now we had decided to die together.
      

    


    
      Corporal Williams’s position was 1½km (% mile) south of Stanley. To the east of the Falklands’ capital, the other
      Royal Marines sections were now in position. Marines Milne and Wilcox had reached the anticipated landing beach,
      on the eastern side of Yorke Bay (designated Purple Beach). Marine Jock Wilcox recalled:
    


    
      To our huge relief we found the sand dunes deserted. We parked our motorbikes and found a good position to place
      the machine gun, overlooking the approach from the sea and sheltered from an increasingly cold wind. Clouds began
      to cover the moon, and the night grew darker, affording us a bit more cover. It was to be a short, sharp
      engagement, where we would open fire on the enemy as soon as they dropped the ramps of their landing craft. We
      would hit them as hard as possible before attempting to withdraw back to the next line of defence, which was
      ‘Figgy’ Duff’s 5 Section, on our motorbikes. But that was one and a half kilometres – and the invasion would
      already be underway. We had no idea whether we would make it. We expected the main attack to come in just before
      dawn – and the two of us just waited.
    


    
      South of Yorke Bay, Corporal Duff’s section was deploying close to the Airfield. Corporal Dave Gerrard recalled:
    


    
      As soon as we approached the Airport Building we split into two three- man teams and dug shell scrapes. In the
      detachment I was known as a bit of a comedian, and to relieve the growing tension, Marine Brian Hobbs suddenly
      turned to me and asked me to tell a joke. I looked at him blankly – I was at a complete loss
      for words. Eventually I responded lamely: ‘I don’t think the situation is very funny.’ That seemed to do the
      trick – everyone fell about laughing.
    


    
      At Hookers Point, on the isthmus leading to Cape Pembroke, Corporal Lou Armour’s 1 Section was also digging in.
      Over the radio, Armour heard Governor Hunt wishing everyone ‘Good luck’. ‘We just dug faster when we heard those
      words’, Armour remembered. ‘I told my Marines not to do anything stupid – to play it off the cuff. I had no idea
      what else to say.’ Corporal Bryan’s 2 Section was just behind Armour’s, straddling Airport Road. Further west,
      Corporal Steve Johnson’s 3 Section had taken up a position near to the LADE beacon. Marine Marc Branch was the
      youngest member of the detachment. ‘It seemed like we were really exposed’, Branch said bleakly, ‘in the middle
      of very flat, grassy peat fields. We were all laid out on the ground, waiting for something to happen.’
    


    
      At Lookout Rocks, Lieutenant Bill Trollope held the Troop HQ- our last fall-back position before Stanley. He
      recalled:
    


    
      Major Mike Norman came up to run through the plan. Each section would make contact with the enemy, force them to
      deploy and meet them with as much force as we could muster. We would be hugely outnumbered – but we would not go
      down easily. We would hold each attack for as long as we could, causing the enemy maximum delay and casualties –
      before each section pulled back to the Marines in place behind them. As Mike and I ran over things one last time,
      I noticed the breeze was getting stronger. I began shivering, not from the cold but from the sheer tension of the
      situation.
    


    
      Across the Narrows, Corporal Stefan York’s section was in place covering the approach to Stanley Harbour and just
      over 3km (2 miles) to the south of the Falklands’ capital, Marine Berry was manning the lookout position on
      Sapper Hill. Back in Government House, Corporal Geordie Gill remembered:
    


    
      I was at the east end, with some of the others. We were all in darkness – and it was the waiting that was the
      worst thing. I could see a lot of the lads looking at me because I was thirty-five and I’d been in the Marines a
      pretty long time. I thought that if I showed them I was scared – which I was, I’ve never been so scared in my
      life – it would only make things worse. So I told jokes, put on an act. And then Rex Hunt
      appeared, in suit, shirt and tie, and tugged at my sleeve. ‘Is everything alright Corporal Gill’ he said. I liked
      the Governor: he was a good man and I had a lot of respect for him. But I thought to myself: ‘Oh yeah! We’re
      about to be attacked by over two thousand Argies and there are about sixty of us – it couldn’t be bloody better!’
    


    
      On South Georgia, over 800 miles away, the twenty-two Royal Marines in Shackleton House, on King Edward’s Point,
      were listening to the Falklands’ transmissions over the radio. ‘We sat there in numbed disbelief’, Marine Steve
      Holding remembered. ‘Against such odds, we knew that the remainder of our detachment didn’t stand a chance. And
      then the Argentines would come after us.’ The British government, realising that the Endurance would not reach Stanley in time, recalled it to Grytviken once more.
    


    
      On the Falklands, all was ready. ‘There was nothing more to do’, said Corporal Neil ‘Figgy’ Duff. ‘As I sat in
      the silence, I could hear the sound of waves in the distance. I just listened. As I did so, I began mulling over
      my life. All the years seemed to be rushing past – and I tried to find some sort of peace within myself.’
    


    
      The waiting would not go on much longer. The Forrest – 80ft long and unarmed – was at
      sea, and at 2.30pm its Master, Jack Sollis, who had been joined on the bridge by two of the officers left behind
      by the Endurance (Lieutenants Ball and Todhunter) reported two contacts – both ships
      sailing towards Stanley without lights. They were about 5 miles off Mengeary Point, moving slowly towards Port
      William. He also thought he could see an aircraft carrier in the bay.
    


    
      Sollis, aged 67, was one of the Falkland Islands most skilful mariners. Born in Darwin in 1915, he spent his
      childhood in the settlements of Goose Green and Port Louis and from his teenage years became fascinated by boats.
      In the 1930s he worked for the Falkland Islands Company, whose steamships, the Fitzroy and the Lafonia, collected wool around the Islands and
      delivered it to Montevideo. During World War Two, Jack was coxswain of the government launch Alert and he received the British Empire Medal for delivering supplies and mail to far-flung
      observation posts around the Falklands. In 1949 he became master of the new government launch Philomel, and when she was replaced by the small coaster Forrest in
      1967, he took over and commanded her for the rest of his life. Brave and dependable, Jack was thanked in 1977 by
      the commander of Naval Party 8901 for his services to the Royal Marines detachment; the risks he was prepared to
      run as the invasion fleet approached were impressive.
    


    
      The possibility of a carrier in the bay was alarming. The Argentine Navy had one aircraft carrier in its fleet,
      ARA Veinticinco De Mayo, capable of carrying 24 aircraft and a troop complement of
      1,500 men. Ironically, the ship had begun its life as HMS Venerable, serving in the
      British Pacific Fleet towards the end of World War Two, before being sold to the Netherlands, and then, in 1969,
      to Argentina. The carrier had been deployed in the Beagle Channel crisis with Chile in 1978 and had been
      extensively refitted in 1981. It was highly likely it would be used in support of the invasion.
    


    
      I jumped into a Land Rover and drove to Hookers Point, the jutting isthmus of land connecting Stanley to the
      Airfield and Lighthouse. From this vantage point I anxiously scanned the horizon. But my fear soon turned to
      relief – I was unable to see any such vessel. It might have been a mistaken sighting, I thought to myself,
      perhaps a glimpse of the masts of the Lady Elizabeth (an iron barque abandoned in
      Whalebone Cove in 1936) with the stars behind her. All our nerves were on edge. However, there was no doubting
      the radar contacts off Mengeary Point. The Argentine force was getting closer.
    


    
      In Government House, Don Bonner, the Governor’s chauffeur, installed himself in a position overlooking the
      flagpole with a 12-bore shot gun, announcing that he would be covering the Union Jack and would shoot anyone who
      tried to take it down. Later he began to get tired, and Dick Baker (the Chief Secretary of the Islands and the
      Governor’s right-hand man) managed to convince him to go home.
    


    
      Dick’s powers of persuasion were less effective with Jim Fairfield, the former Marine who had now joined our
      detachment. A former member of Naval Party 8901, with three tours of duty under his belt (in 1974-5, 197980 and
      1980-1), he had left the Royal Marines in September 1981 and was now a resident of Stanley with wife and children
      to care for. And yet, despite the obvious danger, Jim said:
    


    
      We have a saying in the Corps, once a Marine always a Marine, and I was certainly not going to let my mates down.
      I was well-aware that we would be heavily outnumbered, but I never thought I should not go and do my bit. If the
      invasion happened, I would fight alongside my mates, no matter what.
    


    
      And Fairfield added:
    


    
      Each Naval Party 8901 spent a year at a time on the Islands – and in that year, real friendships were formed with
      many of the Falklanders. It meant that we weren’t just defending a flag, but the people who
      wanted to stay under that flag, people who had taken us into their homes and hearts. And that had to be worth
      fighting for.
    


    
      When Dick Baker tried to persuade him to go home whilst he still had the chance, Jim recalled: ‘I told him –
      firmly, but not unkindly – to get lost.’
    


    
      The Forrest had returned to berth, but at 3.30pm I asked Sollis to go out again. He
      was understandably reluctant, but to his considerable credit he did so, putting out to sea half an hour later –
      at considerable risk to himself and his small crew.
    


    
      I remained at Lookout Rocks with Lieutenant Bill Trollope. It was exceptionally quiet. And then, at around
      4.30am, I heard the sound of what I thought were helicopters, from the south, in the direction of Port Harriet.
      Marine Berrry, at Sapper Hill, and members of 6 Section on Murray Heights, also reported it. ‘In the distance, we
      thought we could hear engine noises further south’, Corporal Nick Williams recalled. ‘They were faint, carried in
      the wind – and we were not sure whether the noises came from boats or choppers. But it made us jumpy.’ ‘It was
      hard to gauge where the sound was coming from’, Marine Ray Bloye added, ‘but it seemed to be south of us. If it
      was helicopters – we didn’t have any choppers on the Islands ourselves – it could only mean one thing. But the
      noises stopped as quickly as they had begun.’
    


    
      I logged it as: ‘Possible helicopter activity in Port Harriet – unconfirmed.’ If it was the beginning of a
      full-scale landing we would of course hear more. But we did not. I now realise it was most likely to have been
      the engines of the Argentine Special Forces’ Gemini assault craft, as they approached Mullet Creek. They had come
      in as silently as possible, but caught up in masses of kelp, they had revved their engines to extricate
      themselves. We had not anticipated this Special Forces operation and even if we had, our capacity to redeploy at
      speed, at night, was largely confined to the one good road on the Falklands, which led out of Stanley eastwards,
      towards the Airport. And it was to the east that our attention now returned.
    


    
      Shortly before 5.00am, the Forrest confirmed the earlier contacts and reported three
      more. Two of these were at Mengeary Point, another 5 miles east of it: we now had five ships bearing down on
      Stanley. Ten minutes later Jack Sollis reported that he could see smaller craft heading towards Yorke Bay.
    


    
      Conditions were becoming too dangerous and I recalled the Forrest, but she survived a
      close shave as she entered the Narrows. Corporal York’s section – stationed there, and picking up radio traffic
      that the enemy fleet was in the area – believed they had spotted an Argentine landing craft and aimed their anti-tank missiles and general purpose machine gun at the unlit ship. Fortunately, Corporal York
      called me on the radio, requesting permission to take action. Realising that their intended target was almost
      certainly the Forrest, I ordered them to hold their fire.
    


    
      I kept my position at Lookout Rocks, behind Lieutenant Trollope’s section, with Marines Farnworth and Patterson,
      placing myself in overall command of the ground forces, with Gary Noott remaining at Government House to advise
      Rex Hunt. Rex had declared a state of emergency, announcing:
    


    
      Under these powers I can detain any person, authorize entry to any premises, acquire any property and issue such
      orders as I see fit. I must again warn people in Stanley to stay indoors. Anyone seen wandering the streets will
      be arrested by the security forces. I have no further news about the Argentine Navy task force, but may I just
      say that the morale of the Royal Marines and the [Falkland Islands] Defence Force is terrific, and it makes me
      proud to be their commander in chief.
    


    
      The Governor had rightly decided to overrule Lord Carrington’s instructions. Chief Secretary Dick Baker and the
      Royal Navy Hydrographers, now armed, were finally able to begin arresting Argentine nationals in Stanley, putting
      them under guard in the Town Hall (Rex had originally intended that the FIDF did this). There were no signs of
      belligerence, rather expressions of disbelief and surprise – one of the Gas del Estado people in the Upland Goose
      Hotel seemed more concerned about properly settling up his bill. But the round-up, unhelpfully countermanded by
      the Foreign Office, had been delayed for too long – and would not be completed by the time of the invasion. In
      particular, there was not time to detain the LADE officials, including Hector Gilobert, whose sudden return to
      the Falklands was obviously suspicious.
    


    
      Our plan at this stage, after resisting any landing, was for 1, 2 and 3 Sections and Troop Headquarters to engage
      the enemy at Lookout Rocks and then withdraw to final positions at Government House, whilst Gary would take 5 and
      6 Sections out into the countryside – the ‘Camp’ – and continue military resistance to the enemy there.
    


    
      It was now a little after 5.00am. As I was sitting in my vehicle, talking to the driver, Marine Patterson (with
      Marine Farnworth, my radio operator, behind at the back), suddenly, out of the corner of my eye, I saw a patrol
      coming up the road, fully armed. I knew it wasn’t one of ours by their equipment, so Patterson and I quietly
      sneaked out of our vehicle and began to drag our weapons out, which were in their holders
      behind us. Farnworth, however, decided to do a radio check at this very moment and say ‘hello’ to everybody. I
      hissed at him: ‘Farnworth, shut up.’ He was oblivious. He couldn’t understand why we had stopped talking and were
      trying to sneak round the back.
    


    
      I must admit my heart came right up into my mouth. I thought: ‘The first casualty in this battle is going to be
      me. I’m going to get shot – and I’m not even holding a rifle!’ All this time Farnworth was still doing his
      ‘Forces Favourite’ bit! But thank God it turned out to be a FIDF patrol leaving the Pumping Station and going
      back to the Drill Hall. Because they were not under my command I did not know that. Fortunately Patterson, who
      had been there a year, recognised one of them.
    


    
      Things are conducted on the Falklands in their own way. I never even had a meeting with the commander of the
      FIDF, Major Phil Summers. I had to make suggestions through the Governor. And as
      there was no means of contacting them, there was a real risk of friendly fire incidents. In the hours before the
      invasion Phil Summers had ordered his men to guard key points in Stanley. The thirty-two men who had turned out
      to defend the Falklands’ capital were fully mindful of the risks involved – some of them had only joined that
      week, well-aware of how serious the situation was. However, most of the force was now being ordered back to the
      Drill Hall in Stanley. And this was why the Hydrographers, not the FIDF, were assisting Dick Baker in rounding up
      the Argentine nationals.
    


    
      The Defence Force was like a Territorial Army. If I had had more time, I would have worked to improve
      co-operation with it and incorporate the FIDF into our plans. As it was, we had two defence forces deployed,
      unable to communicate with each other – and that was obviously dangerous. Because of our shortage of weapons, we
      had denuded them of most of their self-loading rifles (about twenty of them) leaving the majority of the force
      with old Lee-Enfields. As a result, only twelve of the men had modern selfloading rifles, and because of a
      shortage of ammunition they had less than two magazines each. But thirty-two men, fit and able, armed with rifles
      and able to use them, would have been a real help to us, nonetheless.
    


    
      There was no doubting their bravery. They were leaving their homes to defend installations in Stanley against
      attack, with every reason to expect that they would not come back alive. When Rex Hunt made his first
      announcement to the islanders, on the evening of 1 April, warning of the likelihood of invasion, John Smith’s two
      sons, Jeremy and Martyn, immediately volunteered, even though Martyn was only 18. The members of the family looked at each other and the two boys said simply: ‘This is it!’ ‘Our farewell was
      brief’, John Smith remembered: “God bless and Good luck”. And with that our sons quickly got into their combat
      gear and left for the Drill Hall.’
    


    
      Taff Davies had the most military experience of all the FIDF. Taff had been a Marine and met his wife Jackie
      whilst serving with Naval Party 8901 in the late 1970s. He had left the Corps in 1979 and settled in Stanley –
      and now Jackie was pregnant (a baby girl, Sian, would be born to the couple on 11 May 1982). But that night
      Davies felt much the same as Jim Fairfield – he had to do something to help, whatever the outcome. He had left
      for the Drill Hall within twenty minutes of Rex Hunt’s announcement on the radio.
    


    
      Sergeant Gerald Cheek (this was his FIDF rank) and another member of the Defence Force were now deployed on the
      Racecourse, watching for possible Argentine helicopter landings; Lieutenant Pat Peck and six Privates were doing
      the same on the Football Field. Yet none of these dispositions were passed back to us, nor the change in
      instructions, which saw the majority of these men recalled to their HQ.
    


    
      Most of the FIDF were good shots. Skill with a rifle comes almost as second nature to many Islanders. However,
      18-year-old Private Frazer Wallace had joined the force only a few weeks earlier and had never fired one before.
      In the crowded Drill Hall he helped fill magazines with 7.62mm ammunition. The instructions were basic: ‘You see
      an Argentine, you shoot him. That’s the magazine, and that’s the trigger.’ All these men, whatever their
      expertise in weaponry, had wanted to do their bit for the Islands that meant so much to them. It was the
      structure of command which was at fault.
    


    
      At 5.45am the Lighthouse keeper at Cape Pembroke, Charlie McKenzie, reported further ship movement – possibly an
      aircraft carrier – and ten minutes later warned us that a craft showing a single light was moving rapidly towards
      York Point. It was these sightings, after those reported by the Forrest, which
      prompted Rex Hunt to send ‘The-invasion-has-started’ signal to the United Kingdom. It was never received. All
      communications were now down – and would remain so throughout the duration of the invasion.
    


    
      Then we had a huge shock. At 6.05am there was a fantastic amount of automatic fire and explosions from Moody
      Brook. This caught us totally by surprise – you didn’t have to be a military genius to realise that things were
      not proceeding as we thought they would. We’d been wrong-footed: most of our defences were facing the wrong way,
      committed to a beach assault – and in their first attack they had come in behind us. They had a very good plan
      and it was well co-ordinated.
    


    
      The Argentine Special Forces had pushed north from Mullet Creek, over peat bogs, rocks, boulders and pot holes,
      using Sapper Hill, silhouetted in the darkness, as an orientation guide. Despite these obstacles, they had made
      good time, covering their 4-mile route in just over one-and-a-half hours, and dividing their forces west of
      Sapper Hill, by-passing 6 Section at Murray Heights (more than a mile to the east). One group surrounded Moody
      Brook, opening up with a barrage of machine guns and assault rifle fire, then throwing in stun and white
      phosphorus grenades. When it became clear that the barracks had been abandoned, these troops began moving towards
      Government House, to reinforce the attack there.
    


    
      ‘A series of powerful explosions were going off around the Brook’, DQMS Bill Aspinall recalled. ‘We were in the
      front of Government House looking towards the barracks. And then we were fired upon from the ridge above the
      house.’
    


    
      I ordered two of my sections (5 and 6) to get back to Government House to beef up the defence as fast as possible
      and I shot back in my vehicle, to arrive just as the Argentine attack was about to break out. As I was getting a
      brief from Gary Noott they opened fire from the back of the house. They came down the only covered approach. It
      was Sod’s Law that at the back of Government House there were trees, bushes and high ground – so it was a perfect
      position for them.
    


    
      It was now just after 6.15am and all hell was breaking loose. The Argentines attacked with about forty men
      initially, and then the other half of their company came down from Moody Brook and joined them. They got very,
      very close – putting in a lot of firepower. Government House had a 1m-high stone garden wall around it –
      enclosing about 20m of lawn in the front, and 10m at the back. Very quickly, it seemed that we were literally on
      one side of the wall and they were on the other. We numbered about thirty men at the most, most of whom were
      cooks, drivers or sailors.
    


    
      The Argentinians had silencers on their submachine guns and very effective flash eliminators – which meant that
      there was nothing to fire back at, only blackness. The explosions going on all around us were horrific. I
      suddenly realised it was stun grenades, which our SAS also use, and that we were up against their Special Forces.
    


    
      DQMS Bill Aspinall continued:
    


    
      As we were taking cover we heard three enormous crashes. It was stun- grenades. I was fortunate to be far enough
      away not to be disorientated by the blast, but a couple of our Marines were wandering around in a state of shock.
      We managed to reach them and pull them back into the house – and from then on it was a case
      of firing up the hill, to the back of Government House, taking cover, hurling abuse in whatever Spanish we could
      muster and then firing again.
    


    
      Government House was a cluster of wooden extensions surrounding the original nineteenth-century building. Our
      Operations Room was in its right-hand corner, next to a parking area and large glass conservatory. We put our
      Marine snipers in the Annexe on the left-hand side of the House.
    


    
      Aspinall continued:
    


    
      The position above us was not the main threat. We knew where these Argentinians were and could fire on them at
      will. It was the left flank of our position that worried me most – the side from which the enemy had already
      mounted an assault. There was a small hedgerow along the border and we regularly raked it with fire, knowing that
      we could be outflanked at any time.
    


    
      The whole structure of Government House was now shaking. ‘I couldn’t believe the amount of fire they were putting
      in’, said Corporal Geordie Gill. ‘Parts of the building were completely wrecked and all the windows were shot
      out.’ They were obviously a snatch squad. Their job was to force their way into the house, thinking that no one
      was going to be there defending it, and capture the Governor. They pushed a group of six forward and we seriously
      wounded three of them. It was a sort of murky half-light, but we could see what was happening. The routine was
      simple: as a black figure climbed over the stone wall, we would shoot at him.
    


    
      ‘I fired about 30 rounds at targets as near as a few feet away’, said Marine Andy Macdonald. ‘I brought several
      of them down.’ ‘I was amazed at how calm I was’, added Jim Fairfield. ‘I went onto autopilot: quick aimed fire
      and movement. Two rounds, change position, acquire new target …’
    


    
      Shortly after 6.20am the attack was repelled. Corporal Paul Rounding noted in the combat log: ‘Enemy made a
      determined assault on Government House, supported by automatic fire, stun grenades and possible light mortar.
      They were forced to withdraw, leaving three badly wounded in the grounds.’
    


    
      I now had to make a major reappraisal. The first threat had come from the south – not the landing beaches to the
      east, as we had expected – and the Governor was in deadly danger. I needed to pull my Marines back. To counter
      the danger, I ordered Sections 5 and 6 (under Corporals Duff and Carr, one at the Airport, the other on Murray
      Heights) to redeploy to the high ground to the south of Government House and to the Monument
      to the west of it, covering the approach from Moody Brook. Corporal Nick Williams had been prepared to stand and
      die fighting the enemy on Murray Heights – now he and his men were on the move back to Stanley:
    


    
      Just after 6.00am it all kicked off. We heard a mass of small arms fire coming from Moody Brook; it was lighting
      up the sky in the distance. This was it – it was starting. We could hear a lot of gunfire coming from Government
      House and shortly afterwards, we were ordered to pull back and reinforce it. We made our way back to the top of
      Stanley and then along Ross Road. Suddenly, we heard the sound of motorbikes coming from the Airport direction.
      It turned out to be Les Milne and Jock Wilcox – they came flying down the road towards us. When they got close
      they dumped their bikes and joined us on foot. They had their gun with them, so now we had eight men and two
      machine guns.
    


    
      Marines Milne and Wilcox had heard the rumbling of engines and spotted the silhouette of an amphibious landing
      ship. It steamed past their position on Yorke Bay (Purple Beach), heading for Orange Beach, further west. The two
      men realised that they were in the wrong place and there was no point in staying there. They jolted their way
      back to the Airport on their motorbikes, speeding past the sections stationed to the south of Airport Road,
      before finally joining up with 6 Section as it pulled back from Murray Heights. All these Marines now found
      themselves in a fire-fight with Argentine gun crews above Government House.
    


    
      And back in the United Kingdom, Whitehall fiddled whilst the Falklands burned. It is now possible to look at the
      last instructions sent from the Foreign Office to the Governor, Rex Hunt, at 6.30am (Falklands Time) on 2 April
      1982. Lord Carrington remarked: ‘Although it is finally a matter for your judgement, you have discretion from me
      and the Defence Secretary to blow up the airstrip if you can do so, to prevent it being used after the invasion [my italics] to resupply the occupying forces.’
    


    
      At this stage, the Foreign Secretary had no direct knowledge that the invasion was underway, for London had lost
      all contact with Stanley at 4.45am. However, his own warning to us the previous afternoon had made clear that an
      Argentine task force was likely to reach the Falklands by this time. If these belated instructions had been
      delivered twenty-four hours earlier they would have allowed us to crater the runway, delaying its progress.
      Instead the expected Argentine assault was referred to with fatalism and resignation, as if
      its outcome was inevitable. The telegram never reached us, due to the adverse weather conditions in the
      ionosphere.
    


    
      There was now a short lull. It was a bit like Cowboys and Indians: the Argentines had gone away, but I knew they
      were coming back. This was the most frightening moment. I suddenly realised that they had a phenomenal amount of
      firepower and therefore a lot of men out there. They had a lot more firepower than we had and as these were their
      Special Forces, there was bound to be a conventional landing at first light. And I noticed that I was shaking
      uncontrollably, from head to foot.
    


    
      All of a sudden, it was terribly quiet. I couldn’t hear any Royal Marines shouting to each other; DSM Bill Muir
      wasn’t shouting and I wasn’t shouting. Everyone was thinking the same thought: we suddenly realised we were going
      to die. There was no doubt in my mind that they were going to come back and there was no way that we could keep
      this number of people out for any length of time. We would surely die.
    


    
      And then, as I lay shaking, I gave myself a quiet but strong talking to: ‘Get a grip on yourself, Norman; you
      knew that it would come to this, you told all the others it would. For God’s sake, if somebody climbs over the
      wall now, in this state you’ll be pushed to hit the wall, let alone him.’
    


    
      Once I said that to myself, and once I’d accepted death and come to terms with it, the fear disappeared – and the
      physical shaking stopped. Suddenly I shouted out: Are you ok Sergeant Major?’ The Sergeant Major shouted back
      ‘I’m fine – how are you, Boss?’ And then all the Marines started talking to each other. Normal chatter, banter
      and black humour resumed. And then we got on with our job – as if it was a thing we did every day of our lives.
    


    
      ‘We stopped being scared’, Corporal Geordie Gill added. ‘And we thought: “They might be going to kill us – but
      they will know they have been in a fight.”
    


    
      The Argentines now tried using psychological warfare against us. They were yelling at us in English, in mocking
      tones: ‘Come out Mr Hunt’ or ‘Time to give up, Mr Hunt’. My Marines bellowed back a variety of insults – most of
      which were unprintable. The gist of Bill Muir’s response, although not the exact words used, was: ‘Mr Hunt isn’t
      going to surrender – so you’d better go away.’ At least, I think that’s what he meant.
    


    
      The Argentine commandos had now been reinforced by those that had attacked Moody Brook. The enemy had surrounded
      Government House and the main amphibious landings at Yorke Bay, 5 miles to the east, were about to begin. Rex
      Hunt got through by telephone to Patrick Watts at Stanley’s Radio Station:
    


    
      We’re staying put here, but we are pinned down. We can’t move… They’ve been throwing stun grenades at us: I think
      there may be mortars – I don’t know. They came along very quickly and very close – and then they retreated. Now
      there is sporadic fighting. Maybe they are waiting until the Amtracks come along – maybe they think they’ll lose
      fewer casualties this way.
    


    
      DSM Bill Muir was incredibly calm at this time. There was all this sniper fire going on and it was getting light
      and they were still firing at us – but he just ran around the detachment, checking up on ammunition, checking up
      on people, moving them around, as if he were bulletproof. And DQMS Bill Aspinall was doing the same in the front
      garden.
    


    
      Our sniper team of Corporals Geordie Gill and Terry Pares was doing an excellent job. Gill would look through his
      sniper scope and tell Pares where the enemy were and Pares would fire ten rounds rapid, and as soon as that got
      them on the move Gill would take them out with his sniper rifle. They took out four or five this way – and all
      the time they were giving the rest of us a running commentary.
    


    
      ‘We dropped a number of Argentinians as they approached’ said Geordie Gill. ‘I had several in my sights -and made
      sure they were taken out of the game. It was initially estimated that we had killed five and injured seventeen,
      but we only counted the bodies that we saw fall right in front of us.’
    


    
      Gill emphasised:
    


    
      I felt it was something worth fighting for – and I am sure that the rest of the lads did too. It was our flag
      that was flying, the Islanders wanted to stay British and we were the only ones there to try and stop the
      Argentinians taking it away from them. And for me, it was personal. My daughters, Tanya and Michelle, were up in
      Pioneer Row, about 400 metres from Government House. I was fighting for my country and for my kids.
    


    
      Geordie Gill’s determination was evident in a report he subsequently wrote on the action:
    


    
      I engaged the Argentine section commander on the ridge at 500 metres with my L42 [a Royal Marine sniper rifle],
      and on my third shot he dropped his weapon, jerked upright and slid over the rock he was using as cover, falling
      in full view – where he remained unmoving. I then shot the rifleman, who jerked and slumped
      behind the rock – leaving his rifle on top of it. No further movement from that position. Corporal Pares then
      said he could see the radio operator. He engaged him with ten rounds rapid. A body fell into my arc of view and
      lay writhing. We were then engaged by a machine gunner. I fired four shots at him and after the last he did not
      return fire. There was no more machine gun fire directed at Government House from that area for the remainder of
      the fight.
    


    
      Corporal Lou Armour’s 1 Section had been positioned at Hookers Point, several miles to the east of Stanley. I now
      ordered him back to Government House as well. After receiving my instructions, his Marines pulled back along
      Airport Road and into the town. They attempted to work their way around to the back of the ridge behind
      Government House, where the Argentinians were positioned, and then charge down the slope, hopefully taking the
      enemy by surprise. But as they moved through the edges of the town they came under fire at every street corner –
      and it was eventually so heavy that they had to abandon this plan, as Corporal Armour related:
    


    
      
        A lot of tracer fire started flying down the road and we just scattered, jumped out of the Rover and dived into
        gardens, returning fire and trying to figure out what the hell was happening. Dawn was just starting to break.
        We didn’t know where exactly all the enemy were – but guessed they had Government House surrounded. It was all
        very chaotic – but we were determined to break through.
      


      
        I had little idea of my whereabouts. As 5 Section moved passed us, one of its Marines – who had served in the
        previous NP 8901 – pointed out Davis Street and told us to move along it.
      

    


    
      Armour’s disorientation was understandable. There were no maps of Stanley. Each detachment got to know its way
      around over time, but the Marines of our new Naval Party had not had the opportunity to do this and the
      Argentinians were well aware of the fact. When the Governor asked if a couple of our men could retake the Power
      Station the following conversation took place:
    


    
      The Governor: ‘Mike, I understand that they have just taken the Power Station, but I think that there are only
      two or three of them there, and it would be good for morale if we could get it back.’
    


    
      Myself: ‘Right – I will get on to Corporal Johnson and tell him to recapture the Power Station.’
    


    
      The Power Station was off Darwin Road, on the higher ground south of Government House, but I did not know this at
      the time. Major Phil Summers’ plan had been for the FIDF to guard it – along with other installations in Stanley
      – but he and Rex Hunt then recalled the Defence Force from active duty and the Argentinians moved in instead.
      Corporal Steve Johnson’s 3 Section, originally deployed by the LADE beacon, east of Stanley was also moving back
      into the town and I passed the order on to him. ‘Roger, Wilko’, he said cheerily. A few minutes later he got back
      to me. ‘Where is the Power Station?’ ‘I dunno’, I replied. ‘I’ll find you another job.’
    


    
      Corporal Johnson’s 3 Section, also part of my 1982-3 detachment, had not had time to get their bearings either.
      ‘Having no knowledge of the location of the Power Station’, Johnson wrote in his action report, ‘we were then
      ordered to break through to Government House by the rear entrance.’ But Argentine machine guns opened up on 3
      Section from a position close to Sapper Hill and their troops on the ridge above Government House also began to
      fire on the Marines. Mortar rounds began landing close to their position. The enemy forces were too strong. I
      ordered them to pull back in a south-westerly direction, along a track across Sapper Hill.
    


    
      Corporal Neil ‘Figgy’ Duff’s 5 Section had taken up its new position, by the Monument, west of Government House.
      In the midst of an ongoing fire- fight, with machine-gun fire rattling off and tracer bullets flying everywhere,
      there was a remarkable interlude. Because of his radio show, Corporal Duff was a bit of a celebrity amongst the
      Islanders. Now one of the townspeople, Charlotte Mozley, saw Duff taking cover by crawling into her garden. Her
      greeting was memorable: ‘Is that you Figgy? Have you got time for some coffee?’ To which Duff replied: ‘Get down
      on the floor you silly woman – there’s an invasion going on!’
    


    
      However, I would soon need a tighter perimeter defence. Argentine forces were starting to move towards Stanley
      from the landing beach at Yorke Bay. Lieutenant Trollope’s Troop HQand 2 Section could only hold them off for so
      long. When they broke into the town enemy firepower would soon become overwhelming: their Amtracks had heavy
      machine guns on top and their troops would bring up support weapons, including 81mm mortars. I pulled 5 Section
      back to the grounds around the house.
    


    
      Corporal Dave Gerrard remembered:
    


    
      We took up positions in the bushes in Government House’s driveway. Rounds of enemy fire were flying past us. I
      thought I could hear the sound of Amtracks in the distance. I recalled a moment in our training when the Chaplain
      said to us: ‘Whether you believe it or not, there will come a time in your life when you will call out to God for
      help.’ I had not taken much notice of his comments. But now, quite spontaneously, I began to pray.
    


    
      Corporal Armour decided to have one more try at joining Duff’s section. His Marines crossed the football pitch,
      south-east of Government House, and crawled along a nearby hedgerow, being fired on by both attackers and
      defenders. Lou Armour took up the story:
    


    
      Our section pepper-potted down the road towards the line of trees which marked where Government House was.
      Movement was slow as we had to crawl and monkey run until we reached the hospital. It was now first light. From
      there the section fired and manoeuvred [co-ordinated rapid movement by one group; the other covering it with
      suppression fire] behind the nurses’ home and across the football pitch until we reached a hedgerow. I informed
      Marine Parker to call out ‘Royal Marines’ as we approached the house. We were eventually heard by Corporal Pares,
      who told us where the enemy was. The section, under cover from Pares, then dashed into the house where we were
      deployed upstairs by Major Noott.
    


    
      At 6.35am Marine Berry, on lookout on Sapper Hill, had reported three of the massive, amphibious personnel
      carriers – Amtracks – moving off Orange Beach, west of Yorke Point, and crossing the Airfield. By 6.45am there
      were eighteen of them and by 7.00am helicopters were also landing at the Airport. These forces were now heading
      towards us.
    


    
      Hearing the sound of Amtracks, Corporal Bryan pulled his section back to Lookout Rocks. Lieutenant Bill
      Trollope’s Troop HQ and 2 Section now held a last line of defence to prevent the enemy entering Stanley. He
      recalled:
    


    
      The section in front of us had been ordered back into the town and the section behind as well. There was no
      further withdrawal of Marines to protect, and no-one to protect us when our time came. So I moved back a little,
      from Lookout Rocks to the pylons on the edge of White City, a cluster of houses on the outskirts of Stanley,
      where the terrain was a little more suitable for making a stand. We set up an ambush here, taking cover in the tussock grass. No sooner had we got into position than Argentine amphibious
      vehicles began appearing over the ridge at the airport end of the road. I counted at least fourteen of them – and
      it was clear that more were on their way.
    


    
      It was a daunting prospect, as the vehicles began to fan out on either side of the road. ‘As the Amtracks came
      towards us I saw men shaking hands’, Marine Danny Betts remembered. ‘I think we all felt “This is it!” I was not
      religious, but I looked up at the sky, wondering if there was anyone up there who might help us. I had resigned
      myself to the fact that in the next ninety seconds I was going to die.’
    


    
      The Marines were equipped with 84mm and 66mm anti-tank weapons (with a range against moving targets of 400 and
      300m). The ‘Eighty-four’, the Swedish designed Carl Gustav, fired a high-explosive round that could penetrate
      40cm of armour; the Sixty-six, an American rocket launcher, could pierce 30cm of steel. However, they were
      unguided – we had zeroed in our rifles, but had not yet had time to do it with these weapons. And our total
      firing capability was five rounds of 84mm and seven rounds of 66mm. As Bill Trollope remarked: ‘Even if we
      quickly found our range, it would leave quite a few Amtracks short of an adequate welcome. But we were determined
      to do all we could to stop the enemy’.
    


    
      It was 7.15am and dawn was beginning to break over Stanley. Lieutenant Trollope continued:
    


    
      Six armoured personnel carriers, each carrying between ten and twenty Argentine troops, began advancing towards
      us at speed along Airport Road. Marine Buster Brown was the No1 on the 84mm, supported by Marine Danny Betts,
      whose job was to load the 84mm round. As the lead vehicle approached, I told Brown to fire when ready. This would
      be the signal for us all to open up. In hindsight, this was a huge burden to place on the shoulders of a young
      Marine and I should have given the order myself. The leading Amtrack was engaged at a range of about 200 to 250
      metres – but the first two shots (an 84mm round, followed by 66mm rocket) missed.
    


    
      The first shot was 100m short. The second got much closer to the Amtrack but didn’t hit it. But now our men were
      finding their range. The Amtrack ignored the warning and instead accelerated up the road towards our section’s
      position. Marine Mark Gibbs, manning the 66mm, was able to strike the vehicle on the side.
      ‘The Amtrack swung round, directly facing us’, remembered Mark Gibbs. ‘It was less than 150 metres away.’
    


    
      There was now an opportunity and Marine Brown seized it. He yelled ‘Let’s get it!’ – fired and hit. The hollow
      charged 84mm round exploded right on the Amtrack’s front. There was a flash and then smoke started to come out.
      The vehicle was ‘brewing up’.
    


    
      Trollope reported: ‘One 66mm, fired by Marine Gibbs, hit the passenger compartment and one 84mm, launched by
      Marines Brown and Betts, struck the front. Both rounds exploded and no subsequent fire was received from that
      vehicle.’
    


    
      The Amtrack ground to a halt, thick black smoke billowing from it. Nobody got out.
    


    
      ‘The remaining five armoured carriers halted about 600 to 700 metres away, deployed their troops and opened fire’
      said Trollope. ‘And the incoming fire was heavy. We engaged them with machine guns and rifles’.
    


    
      Bullets were clattering off the hulls of the Amtracks. But the men’s position was clear to the enemy. ‘Their
      heavy machine guns were opening up’, remembered Danny Betts, ‘and there were clumps of grass a foot square flying
      over us – the speed and size of the rounds was overpowering.’ Bullets were tearing into the houses around them.
      Amidst the din, the order was shouted to withdraw. White phosphorus smoke grenades were thrown to cover the
      retreat. ‘We hung whatever ammunition we could around our necks’, Betts continued, ‘and zig-zagged back into
      Stanley.’
    


    
      Lieutenant Trollope and his men pulled into Davis Street, running between the houses with the Argentinians in hot
      pursuit. ‘Sergeant Shepherd led the withdrawal’, Trollope recalled, ‘with myself and Marine Egan on the GPMG
      bringing up the rear. Egan did a magnificent job getting back with his gun.’ As the Marines sprinted across the
      road, heavy machine-gun fire kicked up dirt and stones all around them. They fired back, then leapt over the
      walls of the houses and into the gardens behind them.
    


    
      The shocked townspeople found themselves in the middle of the fight. John Smith watched from his house in
      amazement:
    


    
      Everyone ran up and peeped out of the front bedroom window to see what was going on. A patrol of Royal Marines
      had just passed along the opposite house, keeping low on the ground past the Fire Station, then – joined by
      another group a few yards up the road, who appeared from the end of King Street at high speed – vaulted the fence
      into St Mary’s Paddock and opened fire: a pitched battle which lasted several minutes. We
      could not believe that this was happening in front of us, just on the other side of the road. It was like
      watching a film.
    


    
      The embattled Marines looked up from one of the gardens to see a whole family gazing at them from the kitchen.
      They shouted at them to take cover, frantically waving them down. To their astonishment, they saw them all smile
      – and then wave back.
    


    
      It was now after 7.30am. Amidst the unfolding action, there was another bizarre interlude. Marine Turner, posted
      at the front gate of Government House, reported that there was a local inhabitant walking along the road,
      insisting that he had to get to work! DQMS Bill Aspinall could not believe his eyes: ‘This chap wanted to start
      his job – in the middle of an invasion! They are made of strong stuff these Falklanders.’
    


    
      The man was walking along the road from Moody Brook, where there were some bungalows. He was carrying a white
      flag. Bullets that had overshot Government House were bouncing off the tarmac on either side of him. And on he
      came. Marine Turner stuck his head through the hedge, and said: ‘Oi! Push off! Get back to your house – there’s
      fighting going on!’ To which the response, in a broad Jock accent, was: ‘It is all right for you – but some of us
      have to go to work!’ Having made his statement, he continued walking, only to be stopped and arrested when he got
      to the Police Station.
    


    
      We arranged an all-round defence. We were able to get some of our Marines into the gardens – but the enemy’s fire
      was too accurate for us to regain the best ground. The Argentines were now clearly awaiting the arrival of their
      main force, approaching from the Airport.
    


    
      Inside Government House, we closed all the curtains, and walked around as if we were in a concrete bunker. We
      would crawl around outside, then rush into the house, and walk around as if we were totally protected. Of course
      we were not. There were bullet holes in the walls and on either side of the corridor. The first Amtracks were
      appearing at the far end of Ross Road, revving their engines. The whole house was shaking – it was like being in
      a bunker made out of cardboard.
    


    
      It was now after 8.00am, around forty minutes after sunrise, and the battle picture was becoming clearer.
      Corporals Duff and Armour’s 5 and 1 Sections were with us in the house, alongside the ten Hydrographers. Corporal
      Carr’s 6 Section (reinforced by the two Marines – Milne and Wilcox – who had been guarding the beach) was at the
      Post Office, close to the Government Jetty, trying to fight their way through and join us. Lieutenant Bill
      Trollope’s Troop HQ and 2 Section were dug in nearby, in gardens behind the King Edward
      Memorial Hospital, exchanging fire with the Argentinians, 3 Section was on Sapper Hill – and Corporal Stefan
      York’s 4 Section still at Navy Point, waiting to sink the first battleship that entered the Narrows.
    


    
      However more and more enemy troops were arriving in Stanley. 6 Section – with eight Marines and two machine guns
      – made repeated attempts to break through to Government House. Corporal Nick Williams recalled:
    


    
      We first pushed along Ross Road but when we reached the hospital we came under heavy fire from the high ground
      above us. There was no way we were going to make it from that direction: it was a 200 metre dash across open
      ground in full view of the Argentine gun teams. So we regrouped, moved back into the town and aimed for a
      parallel route further south, along Davis Street.
    


    
      6 Section was composed of Marines who had already completed their tour of duty and knew the town well; their
      action report even identified individual Falkanders’ houses. There was one quite surreal moment, recounted by
      Marine Ray Bloye:
    


    
      During a momentary lull in the fighting the front door of the house opposite us was suddenly flung open. It was
      the lady owner, and before any of us could say anything she calmly asked us: ‘Is my Land Rover in the way’. Her
      Land Rover was indeed in the way, and as if to emphasise the fact, a burst of Argentine fire suddenly struck her
      vehicle. Then we all shouted in unison: ‘Get back inside and stay away from the windows!’
    


    
      ‘It was fire and manoeuvre the whole time’, Corporal Nick Williams continued, ‘with our gun teams covering our
      riflemen and then the riflemen covering us.’ The section came under renewed attack as it tried to cross a
      children’s playground. Corporal Williams and Marine Marcus ‘Benny’ Bennett had resolved to make a stand together
      on Murray Heights, giving covering fire to their fellow Marines until they were overrun. They were once more
      working in unison. ‘Benny had the machine gun going almost continuously’, remembered Ray Bloye, ‘with Nick
      seemingly making belts of ammo appear out of nowhere.’
    


    
      But there was nothing magical about it. Corporal Williams had belts of 50 under his windproof, belts of 200
      draped across his neck – they came right down to his ankles – and 3 liners of 200 and his SLR (Self-loading
      Rifle), which he was hauling by the carrier handle. As he reached the end of the playground,
      with enemy fire all around him, the sheer weight of it all stopped him getting over the boundary fence. And yet,
      Williams did not ditch any of it. ‘It was all we had’, he said simply. He left himself a target, marooned halfway
      over the fence, calling out to his fellows to take some of the ammo off him. Only then did he clamber to safety.
    


    
      However, 6 Section were being forced away from Government House by sheer weight of numbers. They pulled back to
      Ross Road, fighting all the way. ‘At every junction we came to, we put down heavy fire before venturing along the
      road’, Marine Ray Bloye remembered. As the Marines reached the Police Station, an enemy armoured column could be
      seen entering the Falklands’ capital, moving towards Government House from the opposite direction.
    


    
      Lieutenant Trollope and his men were still in the gardens behind the hospital. Bill Trollope asked Marine Buster
      Brown to check whether there might be a way through. ‘I stuck my head out and immediately a couple of shots
      whizzed past’, Brown remembered. ‘I reported back: “We can’t get out, Sir, we are too well covered.”’ The firing
      grew in intensity. Sergeant Shepherd looked at the Marines around him. ‘That’s it lads’, he said. ‘We stay here
      and fight to the end.’
    


    
      At the Narrows, Corporal Stefan York’s 4 Section watched the invasion unfold from the far side of Port Stanley.
      ‘We could all see the fire fight around Government House’, said Marine Jeff Urand. ‘We were amazed at the sheer
      amount of shooting going on – tracer was flying everywhere. And then we saw the procession of Amtracks moving
      along Airport Road. The hardest thing of all was not being able to help.’
    


    
      I reckoned that the Argentinians were now ashore in battalion strength and they had helicopters, fixed wing
      aircraft, support weapons and 81mm mortars – the lot. Their Hercules aircraft were landing at the Airport and
      Amtracks were starting to appear outside Government House.
    


    
      ‘Suddenly I could hear the sound of engines over to our left’, DQMS Bill Aspinall said. ‘It was the Argentinians.
      More and more Amtracks were coming down the road behind us. We were stuffed!’
    


    
      It was 8.30am. I went into the Operations Room – where there was a huge oak table with a green baize cloth over
      it. Bullets were zipping all over the place. There was no sign of Rex Hunt, so I asked one of the Marines – Harry
      Dorey – where the Governor was. I found him calmly sitting under the desk; the only place of relative safety. Rex
      asked me to go through the military options. So I lifted up the green baize, looked down and gave him my report.
    


    
      I told him that we had three courses of action. The first was for the Governor and ourselves to break out whilst
      we still could. I thought we could go across the road in front of Government House, drop down
      on the beach and ‘beetle’ our way back towards Moody Brook – and then head for the mountains beyond. We would
      take casualties but I felt confident that we could get away and take Rex with us. This remained my favoured
      option. By taking the Governor we would remain a seat of government and technically the Falklands would still be
      a British territory. The Argentinians would have to come and find us. But Rex Hunt was not willing to abandon the
      inhabitants of Stanley.
    


    
      The second option was to remain where we were and carry on fighting. I emphasised to the Governor that we were
      absolutely willing to do that – but with the enemy’s numbers and firepower we would only be able to hold out for
      a short period of time. Our defence would be resolute, relentless – but relatively short-lived. The third option
      was to negotiate a truce and this was the course of action Rex Hunt decided to undertake.
    


    
      At 8.45am the Governor got in touch with Patrick Watts, the Falklands radio operator, and asked him to make
      contact with the commander of the Argentine land forces, Rear Admiral Carlos Busser (the overall commander,
      General Osvaldo Garcia, was still at sea). Hector Gilobert had never been arrested. He was now rung at the LADE
      bungalow and enlisted to be an intermediary.
    


    
      Lieutenant Bill Trollope’s Troop HQ and 2 Section watched proceedings from their position in the gardens behind
      the hospital. ‘We saw two mediators leave Government House under a white flag and move towards the Town Hall’,
      Trollope wrote in his action report. ‘We had exhausted our anti-tank supply but still had a reasonable quantity
      of small-arms ammunition … All our men were prepared to fight on.’
    


    
      6 Section were now at the Government Jetty. They had resolved to ‘go covert’, using Gemini craft to head across
      the harbour and then move north. But the boats would not start and then Argentine Pucara (ground attack aircraft)
      appeared in the sky above them. They were trapped.
    


    
      Corporal York’s 4 Section were the last of my Marines with freedom of movement. Unfortunately, as part of the
      1982–3 detachment, they did not know the area well and were ill-equipped (they had no sleeping bags or bergens).
      But I radioed York and told him to escape in the small Gemini boat he had with him and carry on a small-scale
      guerrilla action as best he could, to keep up some form of resistance. ‘Right boss’, York replied, and
      remembering my earlier joke (made at the detachment briefing before leaving the United Kingdom), he added: ‘We’re
      going fishing.’
    


    
      It was just after 9.00am. In Government House, Major Gary Noott heard sounds upstairs, in the room above us.
      ‘There’s somebody up there’ he told me. He took a couple of men and went to investigate. To
      my amazement he came down with three Argentine prisoners, all in their black balaclava outfits, festooned with
      machine guns and grenades. ‘I searched them and noticed they were wearing American body armour under their
      uniforms’, said Corporal Geordie Gill. Incongruously, they were found in the maids’ quarters – the first captives
      taken in the Falklands War.
    


    
      Corporal Gill and his fellow Marines were determined to maintain our defence. But Rex Hunt’s deputy, Dick Baker,
      had now met up with the LADE representative, Hector Gilobert, who had been summoned to Government House, and
      together they proceeded through Stanley to the Post Office under a white flag to meet Rear Admiral Busser and his
      party. All then walked back to Government House together. The road was lined with Amtracks. It was 9.15am.
    


    
      Carlos Busser entered the building through the front door and was brought through to us. Rex Hunt brushed down
      his pinstriped suit and smartened his hair up. I stood on one side of the desk, Gary the other and Rex behind it.
      Busser was a very tall, elegant man, in American style fatigues and a baseball hat, who spoke impeccable English.
      He wanted to shake everyone by the hand.
    


    
      But Rex Hunt did not oblige. A little dapper man in a suit, he pulled himself up to his full 5ft 6in, looked at
      Busser and said: ‘This is British property. You are not invited. We don’t want you here. I want you to leave now
      and take all your men with you.’
    


    
      I thought to myself: only a Foreign Office diplomat could say that.
    


    
      Busser merely smiled. Then he said:
    


    
      I have an overwhelmingly superior force. I have got 800 men ashore at the moment and another 2,000 waiting to
      land. The only sensible thing you can do is to tell these brave men to stop fighting. We had hoped to secure a
      peaceful solution. We simply did not expect such fierce resistance – they have put up a magnificent fight.
    


    
      The Argentinians were not interested in a truce. They knew how many of us there were and how many of their own
      men were now ashore. They massively outnumbered us in men, firepower and equipment – so why have a truce? Their
      reaction was simply: ‘If you don’t want to stop fighting, then carry on – it is entirely up to you.’
    


    
      There was a long pause. I had already given the Governor my military advice. Now, as Commander-in-Chief, he had
      to make the final decision.
    


    
      And then Busser spoke again, softly – and urgently: ‘Look, I don’t want to hurt civilians, and I don’t want to
      kill these men. But if you do not surrender, that is what you are asking me to do. Your Marines are not going to
      win. And we are not going to stop either.’
    


    
      The Governor drew himself up and replied simply: ‘You give me no option. I will order my men to lay down their
      arms.’
    


    
      It was 9.25am. The battle for Stanley was over.
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 5


    The First ‘Surrender’


    
      Our fight for the Falklands had finished. And as the Governor made his decision to
      surrender, a wave of thoughts and feelings engulfed me. We had done all we could in the circumstances – but it
      had not been enough. Surrender is a hugely emotional moment when all one’s military instincts are against it and
      I began to imagine that we were letting down lots of people. We were, in terms of numbers, an entirely inadequate
      force to resist the Argentine invasion but I still was left with the nagging doubt that we could have done
      something more. And then these thoughts passed. I simply felt proud of my men. They had done everything I had
      asked of them – and more.
    


    
      And I had asked them to be prepared to die resisting the enemy. Throughout the battle I kept thinking: ‘I’ve got
      around seventy men here, they are going to lose their lives and there is nothing I can do about it.’ It was a
      real sense of helplessness. When the Governor ordered the surrender, on a purely emotional level I felt a surge
      of relief that those around me would not be killed. If we had fought to the end in Government House the
      Argentinians would still have taken the Islands and we would all be dead.
    


    
      And yet, inwardly I reacted strongly against Rex Hunt’s decision. As a professional, it went against all of my
      training and I didn’t like it. And when I went round telling my Marines to lay down their arms, they were angry
      too – and some of them wanted to continue to resist, regardless of the Governor’s order. It’s not our job to
      surrender. As military men, we have deep feelings of responsibility for the traditions of our Corps. We are a
      fighting force, and that’s what we were there to do.
    


    
      I’d given the Governor the best advice I could. I believed – and I still believe – that we should have made a
      break out into the surrounding countryside, taking Rex with us. He chose differently, saying to me, as
      Commander-in-Chief: ‘Now I have got to make the decision.’ And I am sure that in making it Rex had the well-being
      of the Falkland Islanders uppermost in his thoughts: the most important factors in his mind were the safety of
      the civilians in Stanley and a wish to avoid loss of life and unnecessary damage to property. For this reason, he
      ordered us to ‘lay down our arms’.
    


    
      Rex Hunt described the situation as follows:
    


    
      
        I was desperately concerned about the Royal Marines and the members of the FIDF. Many of them were not much
        older than my own son, on the threshold of life and with everything to look forward to. The thought that a
        decision of mine could cut off their young lives was to be my main worry until the final outcome …
      


      
        And I knew that there could only be one outcome to this particular battle and that I would have to decide when
        to call it a day. I had had enough experience of the Royal Marines to know that they would fight to the last
        man unless I ordered them to stop. We clearly had to make a fight of it; but equally clearly there was no point
        in throwing lives away.
      


      
        The Royal Marines were there to provide a trip-wire. They could not possibly repulse the invader. There was no
        nuclear submarine within thousands of miles, no relieving cavalry about to charge over the horizon. We were on
        our own and we would have to give in at some stage. The crucial question was ‘When?’
      

    


    
      And when the Amtracks started appearing outside Government House Rex Hunt made up his mind. ‘There was no real
      alternative’ he said. ‘I would be putting both Royal Marines and civilians at risk by carrying on an obviously
      futile resistance.’ Rex’s surrender order was based upon the fact that we were faced by ‘an overwhelmingly
      superior force’.
    


    
      One can understand and sympathise with the Governor’s sentiments. However, Rex Hunt did not mention our original
      plan to resist an invasion, in which he and the Marines would retreat into the ‘Camp’, maintaining – in his
      person – a symbolic Head of Government; or that he had countermanded it on the afternoon of 1 April, insisting
      instead that he would remain in Stanley. Here I believe Rex needed further advice from Whitehall, for – as has
      already been related – guidelines for resisting an invading enemy had been set out by the MOD and Foreign Office
      on the afternoon of 31 March.
    


    
      Their intended signal to the Governor would have given him directions over the rules of engagement and ‘the
      limits which should be set on resistance in the face of overwhelming force’. We cannot be sure what these were,
      but they suggest the arrival of ‘an overwhelming invasion force’ was not in itself seen as grounds for surrender.
    


    
      There are indications – based on orders given to the Marines on South Georgia – that the MOD favoured continued
      resistance. The minutes of a meeting early on 3 April opposed an immediate surrender in South Georgia, after the Argentines had arrived in strength, in order ‘to prevent unnecessary loss of life’. Rather,
      John Nott, the Secretary of State for Defence, argued that the invaders should be opposed by force, whatever the
      disparity in men and equipment ‘and attached considerable importance to this’. But it should be added that the
      series of instructions sent to the commander there, Lieutenant Keith Mills, were so confusing that Mills
      disregarded them altogether.
    


    
      We can only speculate whether the MOD and Foreign Office would have given their backing to the original plan to
      retreat with Rex Hunt into ‘the Camp’. But had this recommendation been made by both government departments, it
      is unlikely that Rex would have jettisoned it the day before the invasion. We will never know. As has been said
      already, the crucial telegram, dispatched to the Governor and the commander of NP 8901 on the evening of 31
      March, never arrived.
    


    
      Rex Hunt deserved better support from the British government. His courage and presence of mind during these
      fateful hours were never in doubt. Nor was his concern for the Islanders he felt such an affinity for. But in a
      crisis it is easy to lose sight of the bigger picture. We were resisting an invasion – and a determination to
      fight for the Falklands, and continue to fight for them, would assume far greater significance when seen through
      the eyes of world opinion. From this perspective, every hour our struggle continued would matter.
    


    
      Rex was aware of this – but his viewpoint was different from ours. His overriding concern was to minimise
      casualties and this was evident from the early stages of the fighting. As we first engaged the enemy, I had
      wondered what had become of the Falkland Island Defence Force – and several of my Marines had similar thoughts. I
      had seen some of them returning to their HQ shortly before the invasion. I subsequently found out that as a
      result of the Governor’s wish to avoid loss of life, at around 5.00am on 2 April he countermanded his original
      orders and withdrew the FIDF from active service. The majority were pulled back to the Drill Hall and instructed
      to offer no further resistance.
    


    
      Gerald Cheek, who remained on the Racecourse with another member of the FIDF, was also told not to oppose the
      enemy:
    


    
      
        Our original instructions were to try and shoot down any Argentine helicopters attempting to land there. We
        remained on guard duty throughout the night and telephoned our HQ every hour to check on the situation. Shortly
        before the Argentine attack on the Royal Marine barracks at Moody Brook the Governor issued
        a new order, that we were not to engage with Argentine forces and when ordered to surrender, comply.
      


      
        At around 6.30am a number of Argentine soldiers appeared, coming from the western end of the town. We had heard
        the attack on Moody Brooks barracks and realised that these were probably the men who had carried it out. When
        they saw us they went to ground – and called out to us to surrender. We didn’t have much choice. After the new
        orders had come through, we had been told to stack our weapons in one of the Racecourse buildings and offer no
        resistance.
      

    


    
      Falkland Islander Taff Davies, a former Marine and member of the Defence Force, understood the logic of Rex
      Hunt’s decision – with the Argentine landings imminent – but felt frustrated nonetheless: ‘We got off very
      lightly that night’, Davies remembered. ‘However, our recall [to the Drill Hall] did not make sense to us. We all
      felt we could and should have been allowed to do more.’
    


    
      When the order to surrender was given at 9.25am these feelings were shared by the Marines under my command.
      Corporal Geordie Gill, one of our Government House section, emphasised: ‘Rex Hunt’s order to lay down our arms
      was very unpopular. Our numbers inside the house were growing as outlying sections fought their way back to us.
      We had no thought of giving up.’
    


    
      Jim Fairfield recalled:
    


    
      The Governor came out to us and said: ‘Lads, it’s time to stop fighting.’ I turned and looked at the Marines
      around me, their faces etched with strain. If Rex Hunt had told us to ‘go for it’, then as a man we would have.
      Now there were moans and swearing. I went up to him and in my best voice said ‘F*** off, Sir’. Rex Hunt smiled,
      put his hand on my arms and said, ‘Sorry Jim, but we can’t win this one’. Reluctantly, I unloaded my weapon and
      threw it muzzle-first onto the lawn – and others did the same.
    


    
      Jim Fairfield would later joke that he was the only person to tell the Governor to ‘F*** off!’ and get away with
      it, perhaps because he had added ‘Sir’ at the end of it. But there was little humour in his combat position, at
      the white gate on Ross Road, which opened onto the garden in front of Government House. He and his fellow
      Marines, guarding the perimeter of the house, could not have been more exposed. There was
      scant natural cover and he was an easy target for the advancing Argentine Amtracks. Jim had been eyeing possible
      escape routes as the vehicles advanced but his chances of surviving the next attack were slim. And yet he was
      determined to fight on.
    


    
      Lieutenant Bill Trollope, commanding Troop HQ and 2 Section, also noted his men’s willingness to keep fighting.
      They had no chance of breaking out, dug in in gardens behind the hospital with enemy forces blocking the roads on
      either side of them. Lieutenant Trollope, Corporal Gill and former Marine Fairfield simply wanted to do more –
      whatever the cost.
    


    
      ‘We could not stomach the idea of surrender’ Geordie Gill said. ‘We were ready to fight on – any “surrender” to
      the Argentines was unacceptable to us.’ These sentiments were shared by all those under my command.
    


    
      Some of my Marines would attempt to carry on the fight anyway. Our revised break-out plan, decided on the
      afternoon of 1 April after the Governor had resolved to stay in Stanley, was for Major Noott and men from NP 8901
      (1981–2) to strike out to the south of Stanley, but the Argentine Special Forces advance from Mullet Creek put
      paid to this option so Gary now needed to stay and defend the Governor. But Corporal Steve Johnson’s 3 Section
      still hoped to enact this plan, and – having left the track across Sapper Hill – was heading southwards, over
      rough ground alongside Mullet Creek Stream towards Bluff Cove.
    


    
      Shortly before the surrender I had also instructed 4 and 6 Sections to ‘go covert’. Corporal York’s 4 Section –
      still on the western side of the Narrows – destroyed their radio, ensuring that any subsequent orders would not
      reach them. Using a small Gemini craft, the six Marines then headed north across Port William. This was a
      remarkably courageous act in broad daylight with Argentine forces still disembarking at York Bay further east. If
      sighted by one of the enemy’s ground attack aircraft, the men risked being shot out of the water. As they
      approached the far side of the bay an Argentine destroyer nosed round the headland. They made good their escape,
      taking cover behind a Polish fish-processing ship, the Kaszuby II, and then running
      their craft into the shallow water behind it.
    


    
      Corporal Carr’s 6 Section (reinforced by Marines Milne and Wilcox) jettisoned their radio and attempted to join
      them. These men had served in the previous NP 8901 and knew the terrain further north. If these sections were
      able to meet up north of Port William, the fourteen-strong group of Marines could have made its way to the North
      Camp, the isthmus of land to the north of East Falkland’s Long Island – and continued to resist the invaders
      there.
    


    
      However, this was a most dangerous course of action with the Argentines arriving in force. 6 Section – which had
      now reached the Government jetty – first had to attempt a crossing of Port Stanley in Gemini boats stored on the
      Forrest (I have followed Falklands’ usage of Stanley for the capital and Port Stanley
      for the stretch of water north of it). When the engines did not start it was a tribute to the men’s bravery that
      they were prepared to use paddles instead. ‘We were determined to escape’, Marine Ray Bloye said. ‘The bay was
      about 700–800 metres wide at that point and we had got four or five of us into the first boat. Those who had not
      got paddles would use rifle butts.’ The plan was only aborted when enemy aircraft appeared overhead.
    


    
      After 9.25am on 2 April I was no longer able to sanction any form of resistance, ‘covert’ or otherwise. Instead,
      in the aftermath of the surrender, the Governor’s orders that we ‘lay down our arms’ were passed on to the
      Marines around me – and to all those we remained in radio contact with. Rear Admiral Carlos Busser instructed us
      to gather our remaining sections outside Government House ‘to avoid any unnecessary incidents’. We handed over
      our three prisoners and made arrangements for the care of the three Argentine wounded lying in the grounds. ‘In
      this brief interlude, there was a frantic effort to disable our weapons’, DQMS Bill Aspinall recalled. ‘We
      removed the firing pins – some of us even plunging the gun barrels into the Governor’s seed beds.’
    


    
      The Argentine Marines who accompanied Rear Admiral Busser into Government House were military professionals – and
      they acted accordingly The mood changed when the enemy’s conscript soldiers began flooding into Stanley. Corporal
      Lou Armour of 1 Section recalled: ‘Our orders were to file out – and lay our weapons on the ground. As we did so,
      I wondered what sort of mood the Argentines would be in. There were three casualties of theirs laying in the
      garden and I knew one of their Amtracks had been hit – and the men inside it had probably perished.’
    


    
      Corporal Armour was right to be worried. However, it was not a desire for revenge from fellow professionals we
      now encountered but the arrogance of young conscripts who had arrived, after the surrender, as victors. The
      closest most of these men had got to actual fighting was to be assigned to guard us as prisoners – and their
      immediate reaction was to try to humiliate my Marines.
    


    
      ‘The Argies herded us towards the main road’, Jim Fairfield remembered, ‘with lots of shouting and jabs in the
      back from their rifles. We were then told to lay on the road, with our hands on our head and our heads towards
      the kerb, and were non-too-tenderly searched.’ DQMS Bill Aspinall added: ‘We were guarded by
      nervous young recruits, pumped up with adrenalin. They kept us lying face down in the road – acting out of a
      mixture of bravado and fear’.
    


    
      Lieutenant Bill Trollope’s Marines, in the gardens at the end of Davis Street, received radio instructions to
      stop firing and await the Argentine Special Forces who would come to disarm them. ‘I ordered all weapons to be
      dismantled and destroyed as far as possible’ Trollope recalled. He also wondered what reception would await his
      men: ‘I saw the enemy bringing some of their casualties to the hospital’, Lieutenant Trollope continued, ‘and I
      knew only too well of the junta’s appalling human rights record back in Argentina – so inevitably I was worried
      about our treatment as POWs.’
    


    
      With a lot of shouting, Trollope’s Marines were searched and told to march back to Government House, hands on
      head. When they arrived, they were handed over to the conscripts and also ordered to lie face down in the road.
      ‘My men had done all that was asked of them’, Bill Trollope said, ‘with professionalism, good humour and
      considerable courage. I really admired them for it. And now we were forced into this humiliating position. Then
      they began taking pictures of us. It made me really angry.’
    


    
      These pictures would soon be circulating all over the world – greeted with jubilation in Argentina and outrage in
      the United Kingdom – and for many, would define how they saw the surrender.
    


    
      It was deliberate propaganda – crude but effective – which was intended to convey an image of helplessness and
      humiliation at the hands of the Argentine armed forces. Most of those who subsequently saw it had no inkling of
      the courageous defence of Government House, the fight at White City and the running battles in Stanley. Nor did
      they realise, at the moment the photographs were taken, that they were not seeing a wholesale surrender – for
      three sections of my Marines were still trying to continue the fight.
    


    
      This distorted image of our defence of Stanley angered the Argentine commander as much as it did our own men.
      Corporal Lou Armour recalled: ‘As we were lying down, an Argentine officer came along and actually struck one of
      our guards. He told us to stand up, shook our hands and said we should never have been forced to do that. We
      should be proud of the way we had fought.’
    


    
      The ‘Argentine officer’ was actually Rear Admiral Busser himself. Marine Gary Williams, who recognised him,
      added: ‘He was furious at what he saw as outrageous treatment of brave men.’ At Busser’s insistence, we were
      moved to the paddock next to Government House instead and held under guard in the field. And as my men began to
      talk amongst themselves, they pieced together some of the action. Gary Williams remembered:
    


    
      It was a warm, sunny day with hardly any wind. Medical helicopters were flying over Stanley, picking up dead or
      wounded Argentinians. And as we sat together on the grass, stories started to emerge of deeds the lads had got up
      to. We learnt that Yorkie’s section had taken to the hills to carry on the fight. That Geordie Gill and Terry
      Pares took out three guys from a machine gun nest and the lads on Airport Road hit an Amtrack with a Charlie
      Gustav. Lou Armour conducted a ‘fire and manoeuvre’ over the football pitch by Government House. Unbelievably, we
      had no dead or injured.
    


    
      Rex Hunt later said:
    


    
      I have been asked many times how it was that the Royal Marines sustained no casualties. I can give the answer in
      one word: professionalism. In the most difficult of circumstances, our men knew how to move, how to use cover and
      how to shoot better than the enemy did. We were also lucky. A bullet missed Major Norman’s head by inches and had
      the Marines been caught in the barracks at Moody Brook few would have survived.
    


    
      We had now contacted Corporal Steve Johnson’s 3 Section and instructed them to surrender. Sergeant Short had got
      through on the radio and told the section, who were still out in the hills above Stanley, to stay where they
      were, unload their weapons and lay them down. Johnson’s men were angry because they felt they could do more. ‘We
      had taken the decision, with Government House surrounded, to carry on resistance in the mountains’, said Marine
      Marc Branch. I understood the desire to continue the fight – but told them to stay where they were, give us the
      co-ordinates of their location and wait. Johnson and his Marines would then be escorted down Darwin Road into
      Stanley by Argentinian soldiers.
    


    
      In the paddock by Government House, I kept walking around, talking to people – out of the corner of my mouth –
      giving them briefings as to what I thought was going on. Men started to chat amongst themselves and even to sing
      – patriotic songs, ‘Rule Britannia’ and ‘There’ll Always Be an England’. ‘This did not go down well with our
      Argentine guards’, said Jim Fairfield, ‘and there was a fair amount of posturing and shouting, which just made us
      sing all the louder. It helped relieve the nervous tension.’
    


    
      We didn’t know how many men were safe, so as each section of Marines came marching down the road to surrender,
      you could see everybody counting – and when they got the right number a cheer would go up around the field.
      An even louder cheer erupted when Marine Berry – who had conducted his lonely vigil as
      lookout on Sapper Hill – finally appeared. Berry had maintained his position throughout the invasion, on one
      occasion radioing in that lots of enemy troops were on either side of him. ‘What should I do?’ he asked. ‘Keep
      your bloody head down!’ I responded. To my considerable relief, he heeded my advice.
    


    
      It was now about two hours after the surrender. During the invasion, the inhabitants of Stanley had been kept
      informed of developments by Patrick Watts, the manager of the Falkland Islands Broadcasting Station, on the
      radio. Patrick had interspersed news bulletins with a selection of songs chosen with droll humour, including
      ‘Yesterday’, ‘Spanish Eyes’ and ‘Strangers in the Night’. And the Falklanders, in turn, had phoned the radio
      station with reports of what they were seeing and hearing.
    


    
      As Joe King, a resident of Stanley, recalled:
    


    
      Patrick Watts had the wireless on all the time, records playing and up to date information if he had any. It kept
      us informed right through the invasion. And when Argentine troops began landing at daybreak we could see their
      amphibious vehicles coming ashore at Yorke Bay. And we could hear the battle along Airport Road and all the other
      fighting. So we rang through – and Patrick said ‘I’ll let you know when they make a move into the town’, because
      the Marines were trying to hold them off.
    


    
      Argentine troops had now taken over the Radio Station and Cable and Wireless Transmitter. Another inhabitant of
      Stanley, John Smith, noted in his diary at 10.17am. ‘The Argentine national anthem has been played over the
      radio. It now seems final. The Argentines have got us.’
    


    
      Around midday, Stanley resident Mike Butcher remembered:
    


    
      The Argentines immediately started to put out their ‘edicts’ as they were called, which came out in a steady
      stream that morning, one after another. They would say things like ‘Nothing will change, except that you will now
      drive on the other side of the road’, ‘You will have freedom of worship, but we expect you to attend the Catholic
      Church’ and ‘There will be no alteration to your work circumstances, except we will now pay you in Pesos’. It was
      hard to make sense of it all.
    


    
      The Islanders listened intently for the British response to the invasion – they still could receive the BBC’s
      World Service on their own radios – but Whitehall was completely in the dark as to what was
      happening. A meeting of the British Cabinet had convened at 9.45am GMT (5.45am Falklands Standard Time) with the
      Prime Minister announcing that ‘it appeared an Argentine invasion of the Falkland Islands was imminent’. But
      throughout the morning the government appeared incredulous that a full invasion had actually occurred. With the
      radio link to Stanley down, they seemed to think that the jubilant reports from Buenos Aires might be mere
      bravado.
    


    
      Falklander John Smith jotted down in his journal:
    


    
      Enemy soldiers are now streaming ashore … Their equipment is impressive … Panhard armoured cars, APCs and
      helicopters … They have done their military shopping carefully and wisely. Surely, someone must have seen this
      invasion being built up. It’s not a small snatch-and-run raid. They have thrown their entire military might
      against the Falklands.
    


    
      At 11.30am Smith noted in exasperation:
    


    
      Outside on the streets, armoured personnel and amphibious landing vehicles are rushing all over the place,
      knocking down fences and breaking up the roads; troops and guns are everywhere. It’s like a living nightmare.
      From the BBC in London we hear they think the Falkland Islands may have been invaded. Words fail us. This is the
      age of rockets to the moon, computers and microchips and they only think that the
      Falklands may have been invaded. God help us all.
    


    
      Shortly before midday, Corporal Carr’s 6 Section joined us in the paddock by Government House. Trapped on the
      Forrest, with enemy helicopters patrolling the bay to the north, the Marines had
      heard the news of the surrender from Jack Sollis’s radio. Marine Ray Bloye recalled:
    


    
      
        It was at this point that we received the order to stop fighting. The actual word ‘surrender’ was not used. We
        still thought about trying to slip away – but there was no way out of Stanley now. Our instructions were to
        stay on the Forrest and wait for the Argentines to pick us up.
      


      
        It was now that I started to feel really worried. We knew we had given the Argies a bloody nose. We knew the
        number of rounds we had fired between us – and we knew that we had hit several of them. And we had heard all
        the shooting going on elsewhere, so we fully expected more of them had been killed or
        wounded. We all had heard the stories of those who had gone ‘missing’ in Argentina. We wondered if this fate
        awaited us too – and that they would just put a bullet in the back of our heads. Several of our guys tried to
        roll cigarettes – but with the sheer amount of adrenalin surging through their blood they couldn’t. The tobacco
        was shaken out of the paper even before they started. Eventually Jack and another crew member did it for them.
      


      
        Then the Argies arrived, searched us – and we were lined up and marched to Government House. And we did it with
        our heads held high. I can still remember Nick [Corporal Nick Williams] telling us to look up, that we were
        Royal Marines and not to let the enemy think they had beaten us. Then, as we got to the grass area outside
        Government House, the Argentinians stopped us. We were forced to look at the flagpole as they took our flag
        down.
      

    


    
      This was another pieced of staged theatre – to make our Marines watch the raising of the Argentine flag. The
      Argentines had known they were going to win and they’d come along with a choir, a guard of honour – with
      resplendent, chrome-plated helmets – and a band. They all sang their national anthem and they had this huge,
      great flag – the biggest I had ever seen. With the band playing its head off and the choir singing away, they
      began to raise their bloody flag. It got halfway up and then the rope snapped.
    


    
      ‘The Argentine flag tumbled to the ground’, Marine Ray Bloye remembered, ‘and we all gave an enormous cheer. I
      got a rifle butt in the back for that – but it was worth it.’
    


    
      A man was sent clambering up the pole to fix it, which provoked more laughter. ‘They had tried to herd us
      together for a photo’, Corporal Nick Williams recalled, ‘but after our response to their flag raising efforts we
      were marched back to the paddock instead.’
    


    
      Corporal Johnson’s 3 Section was the last to arrive. The Argentines now took a head count of all our Marines and
      realised that six of them (Corporal York’s 4 Section) were still missing. Later they broadcast the names of these
      men on the radio, demanding that they surrender. We hoped that they had made good their escape. The guards handed
      out ration tins and some of them boasted that their armed forces would be capturing South Georgia the next day.
      We listened to this news in silence.
    


    
      The outlying sections of the FIDF were now being marched back, under Argentine guard, to join their fellows in
      the Drill Hall. ‘As we passed over the brow of the hill by the 1914 Battle Memorial a dismal prospect opened
      up before us’, Gerald Cheek remembered. ‘A mass of Argentinian soldiers were milling about on
      Ross Road, opposite Government House. Two enemy helicopters were landing nearby and their Amtracks were
      everywhere. Our Marines were being kept under guard in the paddock.’
    


    
      Former Marine Jim Fairfield had been wondering how he might extricate himself from captivity and re-join his
      family. As the FIDF men moved along Ross Road an opportunity arose. DQMS Bill Aspinall called out: ‘Don’t forget
      Jim – he’s one of yours!’ The column halted, with the Argentine guards looking thoroughly confused. Jim Fairfield
      stood up. ‘I desperately wanted to get home and see if everyone was ok’, he recalled, ‘but I was with men I had
      just fought a battle with and it didn’t seem right to leave.’ Eventually he walked slowly over to the FIDF
      contingent, not turning his back on his fellow Marines. ‘Appreciative calls of “Good luck” and “Thanks mate!”
      turned to laughter when I tripped over the cattle grid’ Fairfield added. ‘A chorus of “Nice exit Jim!” was the
      last thing I remembered.’
    


    
      At around 12.30pm, the Governor met with the Argentine overall commander, General Osvaldo Garcia – who had now
      landed on the Falklands – in Stanley’s Town Hall. Rex Hunt declined General Garcia’s offered hand. ‘It is very
      ungentlemanly of you to refuse to shake my hand’, Garcia said through his naval interpreter. ‘It is very
      ungentlemanly of you to invade my country’, Rex responded.
    


    
      After the meeting, further arrangements for the surrender were put in place. The FIDF had already been disarmed
      and its members were now told to jettison their uniforms and return to their homes. Rex Hunt and his staff were
      ordered to pack their belongings and be prepared to leave the Islands later in the day. And the Royal Marines
      were to be flown out at the same time.
    


    
      At 2.00pm there was at last belated confirmation of the invasion from London. As the British Cabinet had
      assembled that morning there was no direct radio contact with Stanley. But Humphrey Atkins, a senior Foreign
      Office minister, subsequently made a disastrously misleading statement in the Commons, saying that his department
      had been in touch with Rex Hunt two hours earlier and that no invasion had been reported. (In fact, the last
      contact had been more than six hours earlier.) No one believed him. By 2.30pm GMT
      (10.30am Falklands Time) with the British radio reporting dancing in the streets of Buenos Aires, the Leader of
      the House, Francis Pym, rose to give another ‘holding statement’. He could only offer the promise of an emergency
      session in Parliament the following day, ‘if the situation in the Falklands deteriorated’. It appeared that the
      British Cabinet had lost touch with events.
    


    
      In fact, a wealth of information was becoming available. The British Antarctic Survey ship RRS Bransfield intercepted local Falkland Islands broadcasts, reporting the initial stages of the
      landings, that three Argentinian ships were anchored in Port William and that hundreds of troops were
      disembarking in armoured vehicles – and this information was passed on to the South American department of the
      Foreign Office. The MOD believed it to be correct, adding that ‘the troop carriers are now reported to be
      surrounding Government House’. The report concluded: ‘We must accept this as confirmation of an Argentinian
      landing’. But no formal announcement was made.
    


    
      The scientists of the British Antarctic Survey, at Grytviken on South Georgia, then reported that Argentinian
      troops had reached Stanley’s Airport. And after the surrender, the Endurance
      contacted a radio operator in Stanley, who confirmed that the town was now in Argentine hands and that the Royal
      Marines were to be flown out later in the day. Still the government did not act. Laurie Margolis, a BBC
      journalist and radio operator, even managed to reach a Falklander at Goose Green, Bob McLeod, who told him: ‘We
      have been taken over. The British government still denies it – but we have been taken over. There are an aircraft
      carrier and, I believe, four other boats, in the harbour at Stanley. They landed this morning in armoured
      vehicles, stormed the capital and captured Government House. We are now under their control.’
    


    
      This information was given to the MOD and Foreign Office, where it was noted – from a full transcript of the
      conversation:
    


    
      There was shooting for about three hours … At least 500 Argentines landed, with another 1,500 remaining on board
      the ships in the harbour (an aircraft carrier and four other vessels). A ceasefire was arranged, after which the
      Governor and his personnel were taken into custody. At least three Argentines were wounded, one seriously. There
      were no casualties amongst the Royal Marines – and there is no indication, at this stage, of what the
      Argentinians intended to do with them.
    


    
      The BAS scientists at Grytviken then got through to the Cable and Wireless operator in Stanley, who informed them
      laconically: ‘We are under new management here …’. It passed this on, noting that: ‘The British government still
      seems to feel that they have insufficient information to confirm the invasion.’
    


    
      The initial communication breakdown between Stanley and the United Kingdom was worsened by the indecision and
      paralysis afflicting Whitehall. Finally, at 6.00pm GMT (2.00pm Falklands Time), Lord Carrington and John Nott
      held a press conference to announce that an invasion had occurred – eight hours after it had actually taken
      place. They said that diplomatic relations with Argentina had been broken off. Most unfortunately, John Nott
      refused to confirm that the Marines in Stanley had resisted the invasion. When pressed on whether the garrison
      might have surrendered prematurely, he responded lamely, saying he assumed they had not. Both men looked utterly
      bewildered.
    


    
      This long delay in acknowledging what had happened aggravated the shock felt by the British public and the sense
      of abandonment experienced by the Falkland Islanders. It would also have serious repercussions for my Marines.
      For in the interim, an ‘information vacuum’ existed – one which was exploited by the Argentine junta to create
      its own version of the defence of Stanley, invented solely for propaganda purposes. Most unfortunately, this
      misleading fiction would then be reproduced in stories run by the British press. A colossal injustice was about
      to be visited on the brave men under my command.
    


    
      In Stanley, further negotiations were taking place with the Argentine military. Gary and I insisted that each
      Marine should be allowed to pack his kit, including those billeted in Stanley, before being flown out. We also
      asked that the wives and families of three of our Marines who lived in Stanley should be allowed to accompany
      them. After some discussion, this was eventually accepted.
    


    
      John Smith wrote:
    


    
      An announcement by the new military government that all wives of the Royal Marines of Naval Party 8901 are to
      assemble outside the Secretariat with their luggage before being transported to the airport. Felt dreadfully
      sorry for poor Cheryl Black and the other wives, herded together like refugees with armed soldiers ordering them
      about. They last saw their husbands earlier in the day being held under arrest in the paddock at Government
      House.
    


    
      But it was an achievement to have got the Argentinians to accept this, nonetheless.
    


    
      At about 4.00pm the Argentines took our men – ten at a time – from the paddock to Moody Brook where, under close
      supervision, they were each given ten minutes to pack non-service kit. This would be a
      sobering experience. ‘We were loaded onto trucks and taken back to Moody Brook to collect personal belongings’,
      DQMS Bill Aspinall remembered. Corporal Neil ‘Figgy’ Duff’s vehicle arrived later than the others. Outside
      Stanley, the Argentine driver took a sudden turn to the left instead of to the right and sped off towards the
      Firing Range. The junta’s ruthlessness and the thousands of ‘disappeared’ immediately came into Duff’s mind. For
      a moment, he wondered if they were going to be shot, there and then. But to his considerable relief, it was
      simply a map-reading mistake.
    


    
      Aspinall was one of the first inside the barracks. ‘The Brook was a total mess’, he recalled, ‘with bullet holes
      everywhere, and burnt out rooms scorched by phosphorus grenades.’
    


    
      The place reeked of CS gas. And I could see that the Argentine attackers had not just used smoke or stun
      grenades, but fragmentation grenades too, in order to maximise casualties. They had not intended to surround the
      building and shock us into surrender – but rather to kill as many of us as possible. Amidst the debris, it
      quickly became apparent that most items of value – cameras, tape cassettes and money – had been looted. I
      discovered my civilian clothes so shot through with bullet holes that they were in tatters. Corporal Lou Armour
      found his passport pierced by a shrapnel hole.
    


    
      ‘Everything was wrecked’, Corporal Duff remembered. ‘There was water everywhere from burst pipes, electric cables
      hanging out – every room pockmarked by grenade blasts, full of bullet holes and shrapnel. Thank God we weren’t in
      there when it was hit’. Marine Mark Gibbs added: ‘They clearly knew the lay-out of the Brook and where the beds
      were in each room. They had nailed every single one of them.’
    


    
      ‘It was obvious that they had gone into the barracks in full assault mode’ said Lieutenant Bill Trollope. ‘The
      Junior NCOs cabins were riddled with small arms fire and Mike Norman’s had a fragmentation grenade tossed in.’ It
      had been a classic ‘house-clearing’ operation – thorough and brutal. If we had been in the Brook when their
      Special Forces struck not one of us would have survived.
    


    
      As our men collected the remnants of their possessions, the Marines of Corporal Stefan York’s 4 Section were
      making good their escape. They had crossed Port William unscathed, ditched their boat and headed up into the
      hills beyond. ‘That afternoon we were keeping our heads down in the tussock grass’, Marine Jeff Urand remembered.
      ‘There were Argentinian troops in the valley below us and their Amtracks were moving about.’ Marine Wilf Smith
      was struck by how clear the visibility was. ‘In the bay we could see an aircraft carrier and
      two warships. Their helicopters were constantly overhead.’ ‘When we looked over towards Stanley’, Marine Richard
      Overall added, ‘we saw enemy transport planes flying in, one after the other. Then we fully realised what we were
      up against’. The men decided to wait until nightfall and then continue their march north.
    


    
      At 7.30pm we were all given a final, thorough search and then driven out to the Airport on Argentine Amtracks. It
      was hard to believe that we were all still there – that we had survived the invasion without taking a single
      casualty. It was incredible. Enemy soldiers were milling about, laughing and taking photos. We were to be loaded
      aboard a C-130 Hercules.
    


    
      Rex Hunt had made his way to the Airport in full regalia in his official taxi. ‘The Governor is leaving his
      colony with dignity’, John Smith wrote, ‘dressed in uniform, with plumed hat and medals. How he has managed to
      get away with that – and flying the Union Jack in front of the car – is hard to imagine. It will remind the
      Argentines that there are certain things which an Englishman does, no matter what the circumstances.’ He and his
      staff were flown out on a Fokker F-28 at around the same time. Our destination was the Argentine port of Comodoro
      Rivadavia.
    


    
      The Airport was bustling with activity. Argentine planes were landing, unloading supplies, and then taking off
      again. Their officers seemed struck by the fact that the runway had been left intact – as if our leaders lacked
      the resolve to even slow their occupation. As we were about to leave, one of the Argentinians – who spoke good
      English – said to me smugly:
    


    
      ‘We have provided the solution that your government and Mrs Thatcher are desperately looking for. I don’t think
      there will be any reaction.’
    


    
      It had been an utterly overwhelming day. I was hit by a swirl of emotions. I did indeed feel badly let down by
      our government. But something deeper kicked in. It was a gut instinct, and a surprisingly strong one. I turned to
      him and said simply: ‘You have completely misjudged our nation and the mood of the British people. They will not
      stand for this. We will be back.’
    


    
      On our flight to Comodoro Rivadavia the mood changed. I was struck by how nervous our guards were. ‘Everyone was
      on edge’, recalled Marine Gary Williams. There was one Argentine soldier – completely exhausted – who had decided
      to stand for the entire duration of the flight, with his machine gun trained on us and his finger on the trigger.
      His eyes kept drooping and his head kept nodding. I sat there petrified that he was going to shoot half my blokes
      in his sleep.
    


    
      At Comodoro Rivadavia we joined up with Rex Hunt’s party, passing through a tunnel of guards, in two ranks, lined
      up from one aircraft to another as we were transferred to a Boeing 707. We had been told we
      were being taken to Buenos Aires – and I began imagining the kind of PR show Galtieri would soon be inflicting on
      us. After that, I expected we would be spending the next few months as prisoners in Patagonia.
    


    
      However, the junta had a change of heart. Perhaps it believed, rather like the Argentine officer I met at
      Stanley’s Airport, that the British government did not have the will to regain the Falklands, and not wishing to
      provoke a reaction, transferred us to Uruguay instead. Whatever its motives, the sense of relief when we arrived
      at Montevideo was indescribable. ‘To say I was elated would be an understatement’, said Marine Ray Bloye.
      ‘Instead of being incarcerated in Argentina we were whisked into the city centre by coach and put up in a large
      hotel, the Carrasco.’
    


    
      DQMS Bill Aspinall – who could fix anything – then went up to the hotel staff to negotiate. He came back and told
      me: ‘They are going to allow us to sign chits at the bar and will pass the bills on afterwards – all they want is
      a printed name.’ Decent food was now plentiful. ‘We made our way to the restaurant, to be given large servings of
      steak and chips, all washed down with beer’, Ray Bloye remembered. It was our first meal together since the ‘last
      supper’ on the evening of 1 April. It was hard to take it all in. When I looked at the chits later, I realised
      that ‘Queen Victoria’, ‘W.H. Smith’, ‘Ronald Reagan’ and ‘Mrs Thatcher’ would soon have some fairly hefty bar
      bills heading their way.
    


    
      ‘There was a surge of euphoria’, Aspinall said. ‘The fact that we had somehow survived was beginning to sink in’.
      The men showered and rested, and now had a chance to relax and think over what had happened. Marine Danny Betts
      remembered:
    


    
      It was a very reflective time. The general consensus was that we had given our all – that we had been pushed to
      the very limit and not been found lacking. All our training had paid off. I was just happy I had faced up and not
      ‘bottled’ and that I had served with such a great bunch of guys. We were a band of brothers – and every man had
      done his job. We would always be proud of that.
    


    
      The Marines of Naval Party 8901 had shown extraordinary courage. And over 800 miles from the Falkland Islands, in
      South Georgia, the fight was not yet over. Lieutenant Keith Mills and his twenty-one Royal Marines were still in
      control of the capital, Grytviken, alongside the British Antarctic scientists. And Mills and his men were not
      going to yield without a struggle. Marine Steve Chubb, one of the NP 8901 detachment, noted:
    


    
      It was obvious that some sort of attack on South Georgia was imminent. So we set about digging in and fortifying
      the area around the British Antarctic Survey buildings. The plan was to make a stand there and then, if possible,
      wait for darkness and pull back into the uninhabited interior. The steep slopes around Grytviken were a daunting
      prospect, but we had identified a track, packed a trailer full of supplies and pulled it part way up, in
      preparation.
    


    
      When the Argentine invasion of the Falklands appeared imminent Whitehall ordered the Endurance to return to Stanley, leaving the Marines on South Georgia. There was no chance that
      the ship would arrive in time. Belatedly realising this, the British government then ordered the Endurance to return to South Georgia. Their confused thinking meant that the ship would not be
      able to get back to Grytviken either.
    


    
      Late on the evening of 1 April the Marines and BAS scientists had tuned into the Falkland Islands Radio. ‘The
      mood changed abruptly’, Lieutenant Mills recalled, ‘when Patrick Watts interrupted his programme to announce a
      newsflash. We heard that the situation between the UK and Argentina had worsened considerably in the last few
      hours and that an invasion was now likely.’
    


    
      The Marines remained glued to the radio. They heard Rex Hunt announce a state of emergency and just before
      daybreak on 2 April the first reports of a full-scale invasion began to come through. And then, suddenly, all
      transmissions ceased. Fearing the worst, Mills prepared for an Argentine attack on South Georgia.
    


    
      Lieutenant Mills did not have the strength to hold the entire island against an assault. So he decided to defend
      King Edward Point, the cluster of houses at the head of the cove that led to Grytviken. It was a place of
      symbolic importance, around the flagpole flying the Union Jack. Knowing that he did not have the resources to
      repel repeated attacks, Mills ordered that all heavy and non-essential equipment be loaded onto a BAS tractor and
      moved about a mile to the rear of Grytviken. His men could then pick it whilst conducting a fighting withdrawal
      and, if possible, continue their resistance in the mountains.
    


    
      ‘The weather on 2 April was horrendous,’ Chubb continued, ‘with a howling gale, hailstones and blizzard
      conditions, with no let up. Despite these conditions – and it was hard-going, and we were all freezing cold and
      wet – by nightfall we were well dug in with plenty of ammunition stowed in the trenches.’
    


    
      The Marines’ resolve owed little to orders from London. Lieutenant Mills had been issued with no Rules of
      Engagement. In the hours before the battle the Endurance, now sailing back to South
      Georgia, was relayed three sets of different instructions: only to shoot in self-defence; not to surrender; and
      not to endanger life. These were radioed on to the Marines at Grytviken. Lieutenant Mills, unable to resolve
      these contradictions, continued to build his defences. On seeking further clarification he was first told: ‘When
      the Argentines attempt to contact you, you are not to co-operate’, followed by: ‘When asked to surrender, you are
      not to do so.’
    


    
      ‘At dawn on 3 April the storm had passed’, said Chubb. ‘It was a beautiful clear, sunny day – though still quite
      cold. It was obvious that something was going to happen.’
    


    
      At 10.30am the Argentinian ship, the Bahia Paraiso, sent a radio message to
      Grytviken: ‘Following our successful operation in the Malvinas your ex-governor has unconditionally surrendered
      the Falklands and its dependencies. We suggest you gather in a group on the beach and we will send a party ashore
      to accept your surrender.’
    


    
      My Marines on the Falklands had not wanted to surrender; neither did their fellows on South Georgia.
    


    
      When there was no response the Argentines sent in two helicopters, loaded with troops, and a small warship, the
      Guerrico, which sailed towards Grytviken harbour. Marine Steve Chubb recalled:
    


    
      
        Around mid-morning we heard the sound of a helicopter overhead. It flew over us a couple of times, checking for
        activity and trying to spot our positions. We all grabbed our weapons and kit and dashed out to our allocated
        places.
      


      
        I was detailed up to a sentry position overlooking the bay entrance. They were two of us up there, equipped
        with a light machine gun, a rifle and a large supply of grenades. Our main task was to cover the route to the
        buildings from beaches identified as potential landing points. We were pretty nervous. If the Argentinians
        landed in force and tried to make their way through the rocks we were well-placed to stop them – but it would
        be just two men attempting to pin down possibly a hundred or more, at close range.
      


      
        Soon the first helicopter reappeared, and then it was joined by a much larger one – a Puma – which had already
        dropped some troops further down, near the whaling station. That cut off our planned retreat. Now it was
        hovering right in front of our positions, near the main building, and looking like it was
        preparing to land. At around 11.45am our men opened fire. We were some distance from the main group, on higher
        ground, and from our vantage point saw one of our machine guns letting out staccato bursts, the tracer rounds
        ripping through the Puma.
      

    


    
      More than 600 rounds of rifle and machine-gun fire struck the helicopter and a rocket launched by the Marines
      only missed by a matter of feet.
    


    
      ‘The machine veered away, trying to get clear’, Chubb continued. ‘I heard a loud bang and saw a cloud of black
      smoke coming out from the engine. The Puma struggled back across the bay, seemingly out of control, eventually
      coming down heavily on some rough ground.’ The majority of the Argentinian troops on board only survived because
      of the pilot’s skill in making this landing. But six were wounded, two so seriously that they later died.
      However, the assault continued remorselessly. Marine Steve Chubb recalled:
    


    
      While all this was going on the smaller helicopter moved out of range of our fire and began to drop off groups of
      men around our positions. And then the warship appeared. I was the first to see it, from my vantage point. It
      sailed slowly and ominously along the bay, with its big forward turret gun trained towards us. I got on the radio
      and was told to hold fire until it got closer.
    


    
      The Guerrico was now little more than 500m from the Marines’ position. At 11.55am the
      ship’s starboard gun opened fire on King Edward Point. And then, as Steve Chubb remembered: ‘Suddenly everyone
      began firing. Two 84mm rockets smashed into the ship and exploded: one below the bridge, another in the hull. We
      took aim at the manned gun position, killing one of its crew and wounding another.’ DSM Pete Leach opened up on
      the ship’s bridge with a sniper rifle. The ship turned about and beat a hasty retreat.
    


    
      According to the Argentinian count, the Guerrico had been hit by 1,275 rounds of
      rifle and machine-gun fire. But although Lieutenant Mills and his Royal Marines had successfully driven off a
      warship with light infantry arms their situation remained precarious: they were cut off from their escape route
      and surrounded by growing numbers of Argentine troops. The warship, now safely back to sea, began to lay down a
      bombardment on their position. Corporal Nigel Peters had taken two bullets in the arm and was bleeding heavily.
      There was no relief force coming to their rescue. The only decision to be made was whether to
      surrender before more Marines were killed or injured. At 12.25pm Lieutenant Mills decided to call it a day. He
      took considerable satisfaction from knowing that he and his men had inflicted heavy damage on the Argentine
      force.
    


    
      ‘I remember the boss going on the line and telling us that he was going to surrender’, Chubb concluded, ‘unless
      anyone had any strong objections. We had blazed away with every weapon at our disposal, done a hell of a lot of
      damage and killed a number of the enemy.’
    


    
      The resistance offered by the twenty-two British Marines – in a hopeless situation – was striking. ‘You took on
      one of our warships, two helicopters and more than 500 of our men’, an Argentinian officer said to Mills. With
      the battle for South Georgia over, the Marines were transported by the Bahia Paraiso
      to Rio Grande in Argentina and then eventually flown to Montevideo for repatriation. They would return to Great
      Britain on 20 April. Lieutenant Mills and his DSM Pete Leach received the Distinguished Service Cross and
      Distinguished Service Medals for their part in the action, with another four Marines receiving awards for
      gallantry.
    


    
      We knew nothing of this during our brief stay in Montevideo and would only learn the details of the engagement
      later. In some respects the two battles – one for Stanley, the other for Grytviken – were very similar. They both
      were fought against overwhelming odds. They both defied initial Argentine calls to surrender. They both inflicted
      casualties and material damage upon the invading force. They both involved the use of the Carl Gustav 84mm
      portable anti-tank rifle to deter the entry of enemy warships (into Port Stanley and King Edward Cove).
    


    
      Although the clash at Grytviken lasted a little over half an hour, compared with the three-and-a-half-hour battle
      for Stanley, the hammering meted out to the Guerrico caught the public imagination –
      and Mills’ Marines were rightly praised for their heroism. Sadly, the heroism of my Marines at Stanley (who would
      receive no awards at all for their bravery) was to be treated rather differently.
    


    
      Rex Hunt was now being accommodated in the British ambassador’s residence in Montevideo, whilst the majority of
      his staff were put up at the Carrasco alongside the Naval Hydrographers and my Marines. Shortly after his
      arrival, Rex received a phone call from the British Prime Minister, Margaret Thatcher. As Rex recalled it:
    


    
      
        Her first question was about the safety of the Falkland Islanders and our Royal Marines. She said with feeling,
        ‘Thank God’, when I told her that we had suffered no casualties that I knew of. She then
        said that they had been puzzled by the fact that I had not signalled at the start of the invasion. I apologised
        and said we had tried but had been unable to get through – why I did not know. She replied that she was not
        blaming me but that the lack of news had caused her considerable difficulties (I learned later that this was
        something of an understatement).
      


      
        I recounted briefly the events in Stanley over the previous twenty-four hours and she finished by asking me to
        convey her best wishes and thanks to the Royal Marines.
      

    


    
      The conversation lasted a little over a quarter of an hour. The Prime Minister was to give a statement to the
      House of Commons later that morning. She began:
    


    
      The House meets this Saturday to respond to a situation of great gravity. We are here because, for the first time
      for many years, British sovereign territory has been invaded by a foreign power. After several days of rising
      tension in our relations with Argentina that country’s armed forces attacked the Falklands yesterday and
      established military control of the islands.
    


    
      And then she turned to the communication issues:
    


    
      
        Yesterday was a day of rumour and counter-rumour. Throughout the day we had no communication from the
        Government of the Falklands. Indeed the last message we received was at 21.55 hours on Thursday night, 1 April
        … At 8.45am [on 2 April] all communication ceased … By late afternoon yesterday it became clear that an
        Argentine invasion had taken place and that lawful British government of the islands had been usurped .
      


      
        It was not until 8.30am this morning, our time, when I was able to speak to the Governor – who had arrived in
        Uruguay – that I learnt precisely what had happened. He told me that the Argentinians had landed at
        approximately 6.00am Falklands Time, 10.00am our time. One party attacked the capital from the landward side
        and another from the seaward side. The Governor then sent a signal to us which we did not receive.
      

    


    
      The Prime Minister added: ‘It is common for atmospheric conditions to make communication with Port Stanley
      difficult. Indeed, we had been out of contact for a period the previous night.’
    


    
      It was a robust performance – but the government was clearly embarrassed and concerned. The MOD was asked, as a
      matter of priority, to investigate what had gone wrong on the night of the invasion. It confirmed the series of
      breaks in communication and described a last attempt to make direct contact with my Marines:
    


    
      At about 11.00am on 2 April (7.00am Falklands Time) the Whitehall Wireless Station offered to try and pass urgent
      traffic via HMS Endurance. A message was sent from the Foreign Office – through the
      MOD Communications Centre – at 11.10am (7.10am Falklands Time). Whitehall Wireless later reported that HMS
      Endurance had been unable to pass this traffic on to Naval Party 8901.
    


    
      These instructions were dispatched during the course of the invasion itself – although there was no indication of
      what they had consisted of. But the overall picture was hardly impressive. ‘This spells trouble’, the Prime
      Minister’s Private Secretary scribbled on an internal memorandum, underlining a section which related: ‘The
      Marines [of Naval Party 8901] had asked the MOD for a satellite ground station at various times over the past two
      years – and had been told that this could not be provided for financial reasons.’ Cost-cutting had once more
      reared its head.
    


    
      In her Commons statement the Prime Minister took pains to emphasise: ‘The Governor reported that the Marines, in
      the defence of Government House, were superb. He said that they acted in the best traditions of the Royal
      Marines. They inflicted casualties, but those defending Government House suffered none.’ She said that, as far as
      the Governor was aware, there were no civilian casualties – and that when he left the Falklands, people were in
      tears: ‘They do not want to be Argentine – the islanders are still tremendously loyal.’
    


    
      And then the Prime Minister made clear: ‘I must tell the House that the Falkland Islands and their dependencies
      remain British territory. No aggression and no invasion can alter that simple fact. It is the Government’s
      objective to see that the islands are freed from occupation and are returned to British administration at the
      earliest possible moment.’
    


    
      It was a strong finish – but the government was in trouble. ‘It was the most dramatic debate I have ever
      participated in’ David Owen recalled. The House was packed and the mood sombre. And I believe
      Margaret Thatcher misjudged its atmosphere when she said: “It would have been absurd to dispatch the Fleet every
      time there was bellicose talk in Buenos Aires. There was no good reason to think on 3 March [shortly after the
      talks between Britain and Argentina in New York had been broken off] that an invasion was being planned.” This
      was, I felt, no time for self-justification.’
    


    
      This sentiment would have been shared by every Marine in Naval Party 8901. The bellicose talk in Buenos Aires had
      been fuelled by a series of blunders by the British government, of which the decommissioning of HMS Endurance was the most serious (described by Commander Robert Green as ‘the root cause of the
      Argentine invasion’), closely followed by the decision not to rebuild the Royal Marine barracks on the Islands.
      As Foreign Secretary under Jim Callaghan, David Owen had dispatched a covert Task Force towards the Falklands in
      November 1977, at a time of renewed tension with Argentina, consisting of the hunter-killer submarine HMS
      Dreadnought, two frigates and two support vessels. The Labour government had made
      mistakes of its own at this time, failing to take advantage of this display of force to remove the Argentinian
      base on Southern Thule. But sensing the mood of the House, David Owen now rounded on the hapless Defence
      Secretary:
    


    
      Winding up the debate, John Nott made a disastrous and defensive speech. He dismissed the key question of why he
      had not put a submarine on station a few weeks earlier, as if he were still debating in the Cambridge Union. This
      provoked me to intervene, saying: ‘If the Right Honourable Gentleman has not understood the value of being able
      to negotiate in a position of military influence and strength, he should not be Secretary of State for Defence.’
      It was a feeling which most people in the House that day shared. When John Nott sat down at the end of the
      debate, there were few who believed that both he and Lord Carrington could stay on. At least one of them, perhaps
      both, would have to resign.
    


    
      And it was during this debate that Enoch Powell, a former Shadow Defence Secretary under Edward Heath and now
      Ulster Unionist MP for South Down, made a dramatic intervention:
    


    
      The Secretary of State for Defence was asked yesterday if the British Marines had been given orders to surrender
      if outnumbered. He insisted that no British soldier ever surrenders. There has to be a court
      martial and an inquiry to establish the circumstances in which what the Secretary of State for Defence evidently
      regarded as right and expected did not happen, with consequent infamy to this country.
    


    
      This attack, on myself and the Royal Marines under my command, was prompted by John Nott’s hesitation the
      previous afternoon – his diffident response to questions on the Falklands garrison had come across as weak and
      evasive – and stories circulating in the tabloid press, whose coverage we would soon become acquainted with. The
      Defence Secretary subsequently received enough information on the course of the battle to respond firmly to Enoch
      Powell’s question. But the shockwaves of the invasion were still being felt and he did not do so with any
      meaningful effect.
    


    
      In Stanley, John Smith was still trying to come to terms with what had happened. ‘Our entire world has been
      capsized’, he wrote. ‘We have learnt that the British government is outraged at the invasion, but will it
      actually get the Argentines out of here? The ball is firmly in their court.’ Meanwhile, in Montevideo, Rex Hunt
      was writing a report of events for the Foreign Office. He noted:
    


    
      
        The assault group that attacked Government House were thought to be a snatch squad. They wore bullet-proof
        vests and had stun grenades … We destroyed all secret papers and cypher equipment … There was considerable
        damage to Government House and Moody Brook barracks was severely damaged and extensively looted.
      


      
        At 3.15pm on 2 April General Garcia of the Argentine Army informed me that he had taken over as Governor … I
        told him that he had landed on the Falkland Islands unlawfully and I ordered him to depart forthwith, taking
        his troops with him. He said that he had no intention of doing so …
      

    


    
      That afternoon Gary and I went round to see him. The mood was upbeat, for we had found out that we were going to
      be flown back to the United Kingdom the next day and, as yet, we had no inkling of the media storm awaiting us.
      As Rex related:
    


    
      Everyone was in good heart after a refreshing sleep . We ran through my report and had another inquest on the
      sequence of events. As a result I sent a follow up telegram to the Foreign Office . We were hopeful that that the Marines left in South Georgia would give the Argentines a good shock – but we
      were concerned about the fate of the section we had left behind in the Falklands.
    


    
      Combat statistics speak for themselves. We recorded ammunition expended in the fight: 6,450 rounds of 7.62mm
      rifle and machine-gun cartridges; 7 rounds of 66mm and 5 rounds of 84mm. We had taken three prisoners and
      disabled an Argentine Amtrack. And we gave an estimate of enemy casualties as five killed and seventeen wounded.
      We wanted to compile an accurate narrative of the battle for Stanley. In his follow-up report, Rex said:
    


    
      Major Norman saw and agreed the text but we were both hazy on timings of some events. He is now reviewing the
      details with his writer, who kept a full log (since removed by the Argentines) and that should give us a better
      recall. He is also compiling reports from his section commanders, from which it seems probable that the
      Argentines suffered more casualties than those observed around Government House.
    


    
      Our painstaking efforts were not matched by the Argentine junta. Motivated solely by political opportunism, they
      constructed an entirely fictional version of events. On the afternoon of 2 April the US State Department warned
      the British government: ‘The Argentine authorities in Buenos Aires have told us that the Marines at Stanley did
      not offer any resistance and simply surrendered.’
    


    
      We had no idea that the British press would follow the Argentine lead. There had been an odd moment when we were
      processed by a British Embassy official that morning. Gary and I gave a brief account of our battle against the
      odds in Stanley. The man looked at us in astonishment: ‘Do you mean to say there was actually some shooting before you left?’ It was hard to know how to respond. Eventually, we just said: ‘Yes!’
    


    
      The following morning, 4 April, Corporal York’s 4 Section arrived – cold, wet and hungry – at Long Island Farm on
      East Falkland, over 30km (some 20 miles) to the north of Stanley. It was the home of Neil and Glenda Watson and
      their three children. The Watsons had farmed this land for six generations – the first members of the family had
      arrived in the Falklands in 1840. For Neil, once the junta took power an invasion was not so much a question of
      ‘if’ as ‘when’:
    


    
      As chairman of a group of Falklands people and business friends in London called the Falkland Islands
      Association, I was involved with the politics. We could see the Argentines getting more and
      more frustrated. The military junta had lost patience with diplomatic negotiations – and they needed to divert
      people’s attention from the internal problems within their country.
    


    
      And yet that did not dilute his anger against Argentina when the invasion actually occurred. Now six exhausted
      Marines were at his door.
    


    
      On the night of 2 April the Marines of 4 Section had begun their march in the pouring rain. They were soaked
      through – but took comfort from the fact that there were few enemy patrols about. The following day they took
      shelter in a cave on the rocky coastline and in the evening made their way onwards, traversing a vast penguin
      colony. Now the Watsons were offering them warm food – and as they gathered round the radio, they heard news that
      Britain intended to send a Task Force to recover the Falklands.
    


    
      At first, the Marines were eager to move into the hills and continue the fight. Neil Watson had been a sergeant
      in FIDF and he discussed ways of re-supplying them with food. But as the conversation went on, some of the men
      began to have their doubts. They had hoped that 4 Section’s continued resistance might lift the Falklanders’
      morale – but with a Task Force about to embark that course of action no longer seemed necessary. And as they
      looked at the Watsons’ three children – the oldest of whom, Lisa, was only 12 – they grew aware that their
      struggle would subject the families of the North Camp settlements to increasing harassment and danger. They
      argued amongst themselves. Eventually, unable to agree on what to do, the Marines put it to a vote. By a majority
      of 4-2 they decided to give themselves up.
    


    
      Neil Watson put a phone call through to the new regime in Stanley. Rifles, grenades and rocket launchers were
      buried near the beach. Then the Argentines appeared.
    


    
      ‘They put up quite a performance’, Watson recalled. ‘They had two Pucara ground attack aircraft flying over the
      house and three helicopters landing on the green. Then they charged in, kicking the door down. The Marines were
      roughed up, bundled outside and tied up in the yard.’
    


    
      ‘They seemed really terrified of us’, Marine Jeff Urand remembered. ‘An Argentine officer was screaming at me –
      in English – demanding to know what we had done with our weapons. I complimented him on his command of our
      language.’ Urand was struck in the face with a rifle butt. He eyed his assailant for a while – and then said
      quietly: ‘We will be back.’
    


    
      The Marines were carried off to Stanley by helicopter and held there. In a bizarre echo of the surrender outside
      Government House, the new Argentine governor of the Falklands – General Mario Menendez – met
      the section and apologised for their rough treatment at Long Island Farm. ‘He shook each of us by the hand’, Jeff
      Urand recalled, ‘and said that we were brave men.’ They were then flown to Comodoro Rivadavia and after a brief
      period of imprisonment sent on first to Buenos Aires and then to Montevideo. They arrived at the same time as
      Lieutenant Mills’ detachment from South Georgia – and all the Marines would finally travel back to the United
      Kingdom together (on 20 April) in an RAF VC10. But when they landed at Brize Norton, scant interest was shown in
      4 Section and their remarkable story.
    


    
      In Britain, the Chiefs of Staff Committee had carefully monitored their progress, noting their arrival in the
      Argentine capital and then their transfer to Uruguay. They made arrangements for the flight back home. And when
      it became clear that all twenty-eight Marines would be returning together, they made the following
      recommendation: ‘Although some press facilities will have to be offered when the Royal Marines captured in South
      Georgia and on the Falkland Islands return to the UK, it would be inadvisable to allow the six captured in the
      Falklands to be interviewed.’
    


    
      It is unclear whether the Chiefs of Staff were worried about what might be said, how it might be reported, or
      indeed, how the public might react. But as a result, this whole episode in the defence of Stanley remains little
      known – and unjustly so.
    


    
      In Montevideo, early on the afternoon of 4 April we all clambered aboard an RAF VC10. We were going to fly to
      Ascension Island and then on to the United Kingdom. My men were overjoyed. A crowd of Uruguayans had turned out
      to see us off – and Rex Hunt spoke to all the Marines and said he was proud of them and what an excellent job
      they had done. And then, shortly after take-off, a copy of yesterday’s Daily Mail was
      passed around. Its headline, in letters 4in high, read: ‘SHAMED!’
    


    
      Beneath it was the photo of my men, lying face down on Ross Road, next to Government House, with the damning
      caption: ‘Royal Marines Surrender With No Shots Fired’. It could have come straight from an Argentine press
      release. The Sun was almost as bad: ‘Surrender! A moment of humiliating defeat for
      our Marines’. Reports from other papers were less sensational, but in a similar vein.
    


    
      We were dumbfounded. And then a wave of anger swept through the plane. ‘You can imagine how that made us feel’,
      said Marine Ray Bloye, ‘after all we’d just been through.’ Rex Hunt was visibly upset. He tried to explain that
      these stories were based on hearsay and inaccurate information. But the Daily Mail
      piece was far worse than that.
    


    
      The journalist who wrote it had been in Stanley at the time of the invasion. He was staying in Don Bonner’s home
      (Rex Hunt’s chauffeur), less than a hundred yards from Government House. ‘When I went to bed the Falklands were
      British; when I woke up they were Argentine’, he began disingenuously, ‘and hardly a shot had been fired’. In
      reality he was well aware of the fierce fighting – it was clearly audible throughout most of Stanley. In the
      aftermath of the surrender he had come up to me, shook my hand and said with obvious sincerity: ‘The way your men
      fought today makes me proud to be British!’ He went down the line, congratulating each of my men – and then
      concocted a piece he knew was entirely false.
    


    
      ‘Never let the truth get in the way of a good story!’ Corporal Geordie Gill said with understandable bitterness.
    


    
      The British weekend press had devised a fictional account of the battle for Stanley. Its chief ingredients were
      that the Royal Marines ‘had capitulated within an hour’, ‘scarcely a shot had been fired’, the men –
      ‘hollow-eyed’ and ‘dejected’ – were not up for the fight and that somehow the Argentine attack ‘was not really
      serious’.
    


    
      Throughout their ordeal, my men had retained their good humour and their morale remained high. We had arrived in
      Montevideo tired, unwashed, unshaven and unfed. But although understandably exhausted, we were at no stage
      ‘dejected’. The nation was of course reeling in shock. Both Rex Hunt and I wondered if Fleet Street would have
      felt better if we had sustained casualties – the more the merrier. As Rex put it: ‘It was sickening to see the
      primeval clamour for a blood sacrifice.’
    


    
      It was a subdued flight back home. We gathered action reports from each section. Rex, Gary and I went through the
      timing and sequence of events. We were careful – and cautious – with our estimate of enemy losses. ‘We put down
      that we had killed five and injured fifteen’, said DSM Bill Muir, ‘but we only counted the bodies that we saw
      drop in front of us’. But I did not feel then, and I do not feel now, that the correct riposte to insinuations of
      a lack of courage is to inflate casualty figures with guess-work and wishful thinking. Our actions spoke for
      themselves.
    


    
      We had expected to be away for a year – and now we were returning after eleven days. One thought was uppermost in
      my mind: it could not end like this. We had fought to defend the Falklands. Now we had another fight on our
      hands, to establish the truth of what had happened during the course of the invasion – and, for the men of my
      Naval Party 8901, to somehow become part of the assembling Task Force.
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 6


    The Turnaround


    
      On the morning of 5 April our plane began its approach to RAF Brize Norton in
      Oxfordshire. I had already given a preparatory talk to my men, discussing what lay ahead for us, as far as I
      could ascertain it. Now, as we started our descent, Governor Rex Hunt spoke to the Marines for the last time. He
      recalled: ‘I was sitting in the “jump” seat behind the pilot and he readily agreed to my addressing them on the
      steward’s system.’ Rex Hunt spoke from the heart, giving a personal tribute: ‘I thanked the Marines for
      protecting me’, Rex said, ‘for their bravery, professionalism and devotion to duty. And I told them I was
      grateful to be associated with them.’
    


    
      Rex emphasised, once again, that we had not surrendered but ‘laid down our arms’. He promised to set the record
      straight at his first press conference. But the consequences of his decision, whatever form of words used, would
      not be so easily dispelled. There was only a little time before I would be whisked away with Gary and Rex for a
      debrief. So I simply added: ‘You have done nothing wrong. I am really proud of you all.’
    


    
      It was around 9.00am. As we returned to the United Kingdom, my command reverted to the Marines of NP 8901 1982–3,
      with Gary once again taking up responsibility for the previous year’s detachment. We were a Falklands garrison,
      but one that was no longer on the Islands. It was decided that the men of my Naval Party would take a week’s
      leave and then return to Poole. What awaited us all as we reunited there I simply did not know. My hope was that
      we could somehow find a way to return to the Falklands with the Task Force.
    


    
      After such an intense period of time together, the next seven days would be really strange, as we went our
      separate ways to homes in different parts of the United Kingdom. I knew that I was unlikely to see many of the
      Marines from the previous Naval Party again. We had been through so much in such a short period of time. More
      than anything else, I was conscious how important it was to set the record straight about the way we had fought
      at Stanley, on behalf of all the men who had fought under my command.
    


    
      As our plane taxied in front of the terminal building at Brize Norton, the Commandant General of the Royal
      Marines (the professional head of our Corps), 53-year-old Lieutenant General Sir Steuart
      Pringle, was waiting for us on the airport tarmac. Sir Steuart had only just recovered from serious injuries
      sustained from an IRA bomb outside his home in Dulwich the previous October, a little over six months after
      taking up his post, in which he had lost part of his right leg, amputated below the knee. He was still clearly in
      pain – he came towards us on crutches. It was a miracle he was still alive and his courageous and single-minded
      struggle to regain his health won him widespread admiration.
    


    
      Sir Steuart Pringle had seen active service all over the world. In the 1950s he was in Malaya during the
      Emergency and was one of those Marines who landed at Port Said, in November 1956, during the Suez Crisis. He had
      completed four tours of duty in Cyprus during the EOKA campaign, and in the 1960s had also served in Brunei after
      the revolt against the Sultan and during the Indonesian Confrontation. From 1971–4 he commanded 45 Commando over
      three operational tours in Northern Ireland, as well as two winter deployments to northern Norway for Arctic
      warfare training. And in December 1976 he had visited the Falklands, where he received the Freedom of Stanley on
      behalf of all the Royal Marines.
    


    
      Sir Steuart possessed a shrewd intellect and an acerbic sense of humour. He was a brave and modest man,
      unfailingly loyal to his friends. And he had a vision for the Corps, which he developed over a number of years in
      operational planning appointments. This was to train commando units to endure Arctic conditions in the Norwegian
      mountains and to be able to fight with minimal support: qualities and skills which were honed by regular winter
      training periods there. This ethos would prove invaluable in the Falklands.
    


    
      Our Commandant General fully understood the determination of Royal Marines to fight against the odds in the most
      difficult of circumstances. And now he was coming to greet us. ‘I was glad to have the opportunity to tell him
      how well his Marines had performed’, Rex Hunt said. I felt much the same way. I had served with him for six
      months in 40 Commando in Singapore and liked and admired him – and Sir Steuart’s presence really lifted the
      spirits of my men. ‘He shook each one of us by the hand, looked us in the eye – and asked us how we were’, Marine
      Mark Gibbs recalled. It soon became clear that he was reluctant to believe the pejorative accounts in the media
      about our defence of the Falklands’ capital.
    


    
      ‘I am not clear why General Galtieri selected the first anniversary of my becoming Commandant General to invade
      the Falklands’, Sir Steuart wrote. ‘But it was fortunate that we had set the date of my return to duty as
      31 March 1982, for one of its results was that I was able to meet the Marines of both NP
      8901s as they returned to the United Kingdom, and hear at first hand the first accurate
      accounts of what had transpired [my italics].’
    


    
      And as he talked to my men, and quickly got a sense of what had really happened, he gave us a rousing
      endorsement. ‘Events in the South Atlantic are moving on’, our Commandant General continued. ‘Should they go down
      the avenue of a military solution … I am confident that each member of the landing force will acquit themselves
      with skill and courage, as did all those Marines in the Falklands in the early days of April.’
    


    
      In a characteristic act of kindness, Sir Steuart Pringle, realising that I would be going straight into a
      debrief, and then would be taken post-haste to Downing Street, phoned my wife Thelma, in Poole, to let her know I
      was ok. ‘Mike is fit and well’, he told her, ‘and his grin is still intact’. I had indeed beamed when he appeared
      – I was delighted to see him again. And Sir Steuart immediately realised the value of having my NP 8901 join the
      Task Force. He would be one of our principal supporters in the days ahead.
    


    
      A lot had happened between the invasion of the Falklands and our arrival at Brize Norton. We had been hugely
      encouraged to hear that a Task Force was being sent to the Islands. The news had been announced in Parliament on
      3 April and relayed by the BBC World Service. It had a massive impact on the Falklanders, who were able to pick
      it up on their radios. On 5 April John Smith wrote: ‘Thank God someone has stirred off their backsides at last in
      a positive response to the invasion. The speed with which this force has been assembled is absolutely
      incredible.’ And when I talked to my Marines, most of them wanted to join it.
    


    
      The British government had instructed the Royal Navy to mount a large-scale operation to recover the Falklands.
      The First Flotilla, already at sea off the coast of Gibraltar, under the command of Admiral Sandy Woodward, would
      be the spearhead of this force, with its seven frigates and destroyers. It would be joined, from the United
      Kingdom, by the carriers Hermes and Invincible, the
      assault ship Fearless, nine frigates and destroyers and a host of smaller vessels.
      They would rendezvous at Ascension Island. And on 3 April the 45,000-ton liner Canberra was requisitioned as a troop ship. The codename for all British military activity
      directed towards regaining the Falklands was Operation Corporate.
    


    
      A system of command was also being put in place, headed by Admiral Sir John Fieldhouse, the Commander in Chief
      Fleet at Northwood, Commodore Michael Clapp, who took charge of the amphibious forces and Major General Jeremy
      Moore of the Royal Marines, who would lead the land forces. And then there was Brigadier
      Julian Thompson, commander of the landing force group, 3 Commando Brigade. Thompson had joined the Royal Marines
      in 1952, serving in Aden, the Far East and then in Northern Ireland, where he led 40 Commando. He had immensely
      enjoyed the experience of front-line command, fearing that the remainder of his military career might, in
      contrast, seem ‘a trifle flat’. He was appointed commander of 3 Commando Brigade in 1981, the country’s only
      thoroughly trained and prepared force capable of carrying out amphibious operations.
    


    
      I liked Julian Thompson. He was a slightly built, dark-haired man of 46, who wore spectacles and was often seen
      smoking his customary pipe. He possessed a reputation for quick intelligence and had studied military history
      very deeply. And he was an effective and determined leader. I had first met him as a young Marine in 43 Commando
      almost twenty years earlier and then served with him in 40 Commando in the 1970s. And I will always remember a
      presentation he gave on anti-tank warfare, based on his experiences in Norway, when I was attending a mortar
      training course. It stood out as a model of clarity and insight. He was above all a really good military
      operator.
    


    
      Thompson now arrived at his HQat Hamoaze House in Devonport, near Plymouth. If military action went ahead he
      would have three fundamentally important tasks: landing his troops; establishing a beachhead; and defeating the
      Argentine garrison on the Falklands. And on 5 April he came to debrief us at Brize Norton.
    


    
      Accompanying Brigadier Julian Thompson were his chief of staff, Major John Chester, his Intelligence Officer,
      Captain Vivian Rowe, and Major Ewen Southby-Tailyour, a friend of Thompson’s and a previous commander of NP 8901.
      A skilled yachtsman, Southby-Tailyour had spent a large part of his tour at sea, exploring the creeks and
      settlements along the Islands’ coastline, doing amateur hydrographical work, sketching beaches and headlands and
      also writing a navigational guide to the Falklands for private circulation. Now the officer in charge of the
      Marines’ landing craft unit, he was rushed to Hamoaze House on the Brigadier’s urgent orders, where he refused to
      divulge any information until he had been assured of a place in the Task Force. ‘Don’t worry Ewen’, Julian
      Thompson had responded cheerily, ‘you’ll be coming.’
    


    
      The media were fascinated by Southby-Tailyour. BBC Radio correspondent Robert Fox described him as an
      ‘extravagant figure … who wore his style as a black sheep of the Royal Marine family like a blazon on a medieval
      escutcheon’; for Max Hastings, reporting for the Evening Standard, he was ‘an exuberant romantic’. Southby-Tailyour’s knowledge of
      the Islands’ coastline would be invaluable in the days and weeks ahead. He would do navigation plots for
      landings, working out tides and currents. And he could lecture on the Falklands with wit and panache.
    


    
      Major Southby-Tailyour’s core message, expressed in some seventy briefings that he undertook as the Task Force
      assembled, and then moved by sea and air to Ascension Island, before sailing towards the South Atlantic, was on
      fighting conditions in the Falklands. He emphasised the absence of roads outside Stanley, the painfully slow
      going across country and a lack of food and water and repair facilities.
    


    
      This fact would have enormous logistical consequences. As Captain Ian Gardiner of 45 Commando put it: ‘It would
      be the first military campaign since the invention of the internal combustion engine where widespread use of
      wheeled transport would be impossible.’ And the news that there were no trees and hedgerows to provide cover was
      greeted with wry humour by the Marines of Y Company, 45 Commando, who had just completed six weeks of deep jungle
      training in the rain forests of Borneo.
    


    
      The Marines digested it all fairly quickly. But for those in the higher echelons of power, Southby-Tailyour would
      need to make these points again and again. By doing so, he was not simply expressing an individual point of view,
      but reflecting the cumulative experiences of NP 8901. In terms of the likely struggle ahead, having had a
      garrison on the Islands for seventeen years was a considerable asset and one that Argentine reconnaissance, by
      air and by sea, was not a substitute for.
    


    
      Thompson, Chester, Rowe and Southby-Tailyour now joined us for a debrief in the VIP lounge of the terminal
      building. They had a clearer perspective on the Falklands than many in the Task Force. Members of the fleet were
      struggling to come to terms with what had happened and where they were now heading. Some imagined they would be
      engaged in operations off the west coast of Scotland. They were not alone in their confusion. When Sir Henry
      Leach told the War Cabinet that it would take three weeks to sail the Task Force to the Falklands, one of its
      members replied: ‘surely you mean three days?’ Thereafter, the First Sea Lord ensured that there was a large map
      of the South Atlantic on the wall.
    


    
      Lieutenant Raymond Adams, a communications officer on HMS Coventry, remarked: ‘To me
      the Falklands were only a hazy memory from school geography, a sea battle in 1914 and a calling station in the
      South Atlantic.’ Captain Jeremy Larken of HMS Fearless was even less certain: ‘I was
      one of many who had to go to a map to see the shape of the Islands and where exactly they were situated.’ Someone
      in 3 Commando Brigade HQdid momentarily air the thought that as elements of 45 Commando were
      in Hong Kong, ‘they might be geographically well-placed to take part in the recapture of South Georgia’. However,
      Brigadier Thompson promptly scotched that idea – he was well aware of the traditions of the Corps and knew his
      geography. ‘Before 2 April 1982 few people in Britain could have said with any accuracy where the Falklands
      were’, he remarked. ‘But the Royal Marines involvement with the Islands went back over 200 years.’
    


    
      As our discussion began, it became clear that the Brigadier was proud of our small garrison and its fight for
      Stanley against overwhelming odds. His team went over a series of questions. Where did the enemy come ashore?
      With what equipment? How good was their morale? What defences did they appear to be building? Gary and I ran
      through events, relating what had happened, although to tell the truth we were still somewhat dazed by it all.
      And we told them that the first Argentines to land had been impressive, whilst those who followed were much less
      so.
    


    
      Julian Thompson shared our frustration that Rex Hunt had abandoned the original operational plan and then decided
      to surrender rather than attempt a break-out from Government House. And Southby-Tailyour commented:
    


    
      During the previous days we had gathered snippets of what had occurred militarily on the day the Islands were
      invaded. Now we were able to hear first-hand of the battle that took place and of the immediate events that had
      led up to it. There was talk at the time that the Royal Marines detachment did not put up much of a fight and
      that the Argentinians had been ordered not to shoot to kill. I originally recorded this as fact, but I was wrong,
      as the ferocity of the assault on Moody Brook testified … The intensity of the attack against Government House,
      when it came, also dispelled any view that the Argentinians had meant no physical harm … In the end I believe
      that [the Marines’] better field craft, better camouflage, better fire and movement and better training were the
      dividends that paid most and ensured that all the casualties were taken by the enemy.
    


    
      We struggled with some of the more detailed queries, including one on the Argentine invaders’ cap badges and
      military insignia, but by way of conclusion I told Julian Thompson: ‘They had all the gear, but my overall
      impression was that they were not that good, and if we had had a bit more clout and preparation time we could
      have seriously held them up.’
    


    
      Gary, Rex and I were then flown on to RAF Northolt, going straight from the aircraft to a waiting car and a
      police escort. We sped through the London traffic in a little over twenty minutes. Rex had an appointment with
      Lord Carrington at 12.00, whilst we would be seeing the Secretary of State for Defence, John Nott. And then we
      would all be meeting the Prime Minister at 10 Downing Street at 12.30pm. It was on this rapid journey that we
      learnt that Lord Carrington would be resigning later that day. Remarkably, John Nott would stay in office.
    


    
      The remainder of the Marines were held in a hall within the terminal building at Brize Norton. In a nice touch,
      Brigadier Thompson went over and thanked the men and let them volunteer to return to the Falklands to him
      personally, something that my Marines really appreciated. But the mood changed when Jerry Wiggin, a junior
      minister in the MOD, gave them a rather perfunctory appreciation on behalf of the government. ‘It had little
      impact on us’, said Marine Mark Gibbs, ‘beyond being a source of irritation – we regarded the Ministry of Defence
      as the main reason we had got into this mess in the first place.’
    


    
      Some food was brought in – and a few questions asked. ‘It was a short debrief’, Marine Ray Bloye remembered.
      ‘They had already asked us if we wanted to go back to the Falklands with the Task Force. Almost all of us said
      yes. Now they wanted to know how many rounds I fired and whether I hit any Argies. The last thing we were told
      was not to talk to the press.’
    


    
      And then everyone made their way outside. ‘There was a big line of cars to take us home’, recalled Marine Gary
      Williams. ‘Staff cars, hire cars, minibuses … It was all incredibly well-organised.’ Some travelled in groups,
      others made their way on their own. Gary Williams boarded a minibus heading towards the east coast, where he
      found that he lived less than half a mile from one of the outgoing detachment, Frank Sugden. The men felt a swirl
      of emotions. Marine Graham Evans had married a Falklander and they had flown out together. Their relief was
      tempered by concern for the Islanders they knew, who were now living under Argentine occupation. Many looked
      forward to being reunited with partners, family and friends; some wondered whether they would get back to the
      local pub before closing time.
    


    
      And there was worry that negative reporting of the battle for Stanley would affect how they were received back
      home. ‘The utterly misleading press coverage was never far from our thoughts’, said Marine Mark Gibbs. ‘It was
      bound to influence people.’ And Gibbs, like many of my Marines, felt let down by the British government. Corporal
      Neil ‘Figgy’ Duff took a lift in a transit van, was given a travel warrant and then was put
      on a train to Finchley. It was an emotionally disorientating experience. ‘I was left with an abiding feeling’,
      Corporal Duff remembered, ‘that outside the Royal Marine Corps, from the government down to the ordinary man in
      the street, nobody really knew what we had been through – and nobody cared.’
    


    
      It was shortly after midday, and Gary and I were brought in to see John Nott. It had now become clear that the
      Foreign Office would be losing three ministers: Lord Carrington, Humphrey Atkins (the Deputy Foreign Secretary)
      and Richard Luce (the junior minister responsible for Latin American affairs). All would shortly be tendering
      their resignations. John Nott had apparently offered his resignation as well, but Margaret Thatcher refused to
      accept it, saying that she needed him at his post ‘as our armed forces prepare for the possibility of military
      action’.
    


    
      Lord Carrington had incorrectly judged the intelligence around the Argentine military build-up, admitting: ‘I was
      wrong in the assessment of what they were doing – and therefore I am responsible.’ That was true. And we had been
      on the receiving end of his muddled and ineffective handling of events. But to his credit, he had fought the MOD
      plans to scrap the Endurance. He would later inform the Franks Committee: ‘There was
      nobody in the cabinet who was prepared to support me on this.’ And when he suggested to the Chancellor, Geoffrey
      Howe, that there should be a contingency plan to provide the Falklands with an alternative air service if
      Argentina should cut the existing one he was told there was no money for such a scheme. ‘That was the atmosphere
      at the time’, Carrington said ruefully.
    


    
      Rear Admiral John Whetstone, the Deputy Chief of Naval Staff, remarked:
    


    
      When I was appointed in 1980 it was already clear that Margaret Thatcher was looking to make some serious defence
      cuts. At that stage she did not regard the armed forces as saviours of the nation, let alone of the Conservative
      Party, but rather as a serious drain on the public finances. Keith Speed was sacked after making a rather good
      speech in support of the Navy, to be succeeded by another defence chief who was accused of going native, after
      which John Nott was sent in to ‘put the rebellious priests in order’ and make some economies.
    


    
      The following year the government announced the Nott Defence Review, named after the Secretary of State for
      Defence, which decimated the Royal Navy – with the Prime Minister’s full support.
    


    
      The meeting with the architect of our misfortune was brief. John Nott came across as disengaged and distracted.
      There was a little small talk. He wondered if Gary’s surname, Noott, indicated a family connection in bygone
      years with the Notts. I found it hard to muster much interest in the conversation. But I used the few minutes at
      my disposal to argue the case for Naval Party 8901. I made it clear to the Defence Secretary that we wanted to
      return to the Falklands with the Task Force. He told me to draw up a list of those willing to volunteer and give
      it to one of his officials.
    


    
      And then, at 12.30pm, we re-joined Rex Hunt and within minutes we were taken in to see Margaret Thatcher. It had
      been a hectic few days for the Prime Minister – and Monday 5 April was no exception. However, she wanted to make
      time for us. Her aide-memoire for the meeting included, under Rex Hunt: ‘In the Falkland Islands he commanded the
      respect of the Islanders for his open approach to the government of the Colony and for his obviously genuine
      interest in the people’s welfare’, which the Prime Minister had underlined, and for myself, ‘Various postings,
      before taking command of Naval Party 8901, included Officer Commanding Royal Marines on HMS Endurance’, which again was underscored. At the bottom of the page were her scribbled notes on
      the intended replacement of Lord Carrington as Foreign Secretary by Francis Pym, at present Leader of the House
      of Commons.
    


    
      Margaret Thatcher immediately welcomed Gary and myself with the words: ‘I am talking to two of the bravest men in
      Britain.’ She congratulated us, and all the Royal Marines under my command, for the courage we had shown
      defending Stanley. The praise seemed genuine and heartfelt, and the contrast with her Defence Secretary could not
      have been greater. Where Nott was diffident, Thatcher was commanding.
    


    
      The Prime Minister quickly took control of proceedings. She described in confidence the measures that had been
      adopted in London in the wake of the Argentine occupation of the Falklands and bemoaned, somewhat implausibly,
      the lack of information in Whitehall about the junta’s real intentions. Then she asked whether the inhabitants of
      Stanley were any more aware of the danger in the days before the invasion. I now saw the power of Margaret
      Thatcher’s personality at close quarters. It was an open question – but one that carried an unmistakable
      undertow. Gary Noott fell silent and Rex Hunt immediately rushed into the breach.
    


    
      ‘No Prime Minister’, he responded, ‘there was no indication in Stanley either’, conveniently forgetting the
      unauthorised landing of the Argentine Hercules on the airport runway almost a month earlier and a host of other
      incidents. The Governor was now inclined to see it all as sabre-rattling by the Argentinians,
      ‘as they have done on many previous occasions’. And when I intervened to say that their intelligence seemed to be
      rather good, and that they knew the names of all the men in my detachment, Rex cut across me, pointing out that
      such information could easily be gathered from the flight lists.
    


    
      On 28 March 1982, the day before my arrival in the Falklands, Rex had noted a series of concerns, that the
      Argentine Foreign Minister, Costa Mendes, had been ‘playing the British along’, that five of their warships had
      been dispatched towards South Georgia and that all their naval leave had been cancelled. In a conversation with
      Derek Bielby, a member of the crew of the RRS Bransfield, paying its last call of the
      season to Stanley, he had learnt that Bielby was ex-RAF, and had seen active service throughout World War Two. ‘I
      hope you will not be embroiled in another conflict’, Rex had said. But a desire to placate Margaret Thatcher now
      seemed uppermost in his mind.
    


    
      The government’s failure to properly assess the threat against the Islands, and to communicate what was going on,
      most notably on 31 March, was passed over and instead Rex Hunt launched into a laborious explanation of why his
      invasion warning on 2 April did not get through, as if somehow he was at fault. And his concluding remark was
      astonishing:
    


    
      ‘Even when the Argentine navy was on the move’, he said, ‘it was reasonable to think that the objective might
      have been to position themselves between South Georgia and the Falkland Islands in order to intercept the
      Endurance.’ The narrative had become quite unreal. ‘With what in mind?’ I wondered
      silently to myself. ‘To invite the ship’s crew to a drinks reception?’
    


    
      The event was of course carefully choreographed. Gary spoke a little on his impressions of the Argentine troops
      and I briefly outlined the course of the invasion. A casual observer might have imagined that Whitehall had not
      put a foot wrong, and that the invasion could in no way have been anticipated. And then we were ushered towards
      the door. I felt a surge of anger. After all we had been through, this was just a little too cosy.
    


    
      We had been told that the carriers Hermes and Invincible
      had already set sail from Portsmouth late that morning. In the United Nations, the Security Council had passed
      resolution 502, demanding that Argentine troops leave the Falkland Islands. Great events were in motion, which
      would require considerable logistical organisation, and clarity of purpose, as international diplomacy was
      brought to bear. Argentinians are taught from primary school that the ‘Islas Malvinas’ belong to them and the
      prestige of the junta was now at stake. They were hardly likely to roll over and hand the Islands back to us. Resolute leadership was required – and I had seen precious little of it in the days leading up
      to the invasion. I turned to Margaret Thatcher, scarcely a couple of feet from me, looked her in the eye and
      said: ‘Prime Minister, the Argentine troops on the Falkland Islands do not believe your government has the will
      to regain them.’
    


    
      The room went completely silent. For a moment Margaret Thatcher seemed at a loss for words. She gathered herself.
      ‘Well, they are wrong!’ she said defiantly. And then her voice dropped, as if she were thinking aloud and
      dictating a memo: ‘There is a lesson to be learnt here, about the psychological effort which will be necessary to
      get the Falklands back.’
    


    
      And with that, we departed from 10 Downing Street.
    


    
      The Prime Minister’s last remark was recorded verbatim by the stenographer. It was a reflection on the qualities
      of leadership she would need at a time of crisis. But she may have also recalled her instinct, almost a month
      earlier, to send naval reinforcements to the Falklands. On that occasion she had backed down, allowing herself to
      be swayed by the Foreign Office’s assessment. She would not make the same mistake again. Margaret Thatcher would
      now remain firmly in charge of the decisionmaking process.
    


    
      We compiled a roster of those members of NP 8901 who were willing to join the Task Force, and passed this over to
      the MOD. And Gary and I were asked to come over to the Commandant General’s department in Whitehall. We each met
      briefly with Sir Steuart Pringle, who had now returned to London. On greeting us at Brize Norton, Sir Steuart had
      formed an entirely positive impression of our fight for Stanley. However, Enoch Powell’s intervention in the
      House two days earlier was still an issue (an intervention I had not yet heard about) and he wanted to be sure of
      his ground. He glanced up at me – and got straight to the point:
    


    
      ‘Is there anybody who needs to be court-martialled?’ he asked. I was totally taken aback.
    


    
      ‘I am sorry sir?’
    


    
      ‘Court-martialled?’
    


    
      ‘Court-martialled sir? – they all deserve a decoration!’
    


    
      Sir Steuart Pringle looked me straight in the eye for a few moments, then smiled. ‘Fine, Mike’, he said. I would
      soon find out what had prompted his question.
    


    
      At 3.00pm, a press conference was held in the Foreign Office. Margaret Thatcher had warned us that it would be
      ‘difficult’; in fact, it was petrifying. There were banks and banks of people – and as we entered the room all
      the cameras went off at once. Rex sat in the centre, I was on his left and Gary on his right,
      and we all had ‘minders’ – the government was intent on keeping a watchful eye on proceedings.
    


    
      ‘We are all Falklanders now’, The Times had intoned that morning, and some of the
      press corps were still out for blood. But within minutes, Rex Hunt turned the tables on them. When a journalist
      from the Daily Mail attempted a disapproving comment, Rex said in reply: ‘Is David
      English still your editor?’ It seemed innocent enough. The reporter looked surprised, but nodded. ‘Will you
      please tell him that I was most grateful for the kind acknowledgement he published when I helped his orphans out
      of Vietnam.’
    


    
      In April 1975, with North Vietnamese armies bearing down on Saigon, English had chartered a plane to bring a
      hundred orphans of mixed race parentage out of the city. It was a hugely controversial action, and one that
      garnered a massive amount of publicity. As consul general at that time, Rex Hunt had provided them with exit
      visas. ‘There was no doubt that I was being used’, Rex acknowledged. ‘And I could guess what the Daily Mail would say about the Foreign Office if we didn’t help. But I thought it was for the
      good of the children.’ Rex Hunt now had the attention of the whole room and he fastened his gaze on the
      unfortunate journalist: ‘I would now value much more an apology for the slanderous report he published of our
      Royal Marines “surrendering with scarcely a shot fired”’, he continued. Rex then read out the details of the
      number of rounds fired by the Marines, the ammunition they had expended, the damage caused and the casualties
      inflicted.
    


    
      The Daily Mail reporter looked stunned – but dutifully scribbled the information
      down. We heard nothing more from him for the remainder of the press conference. We would later find out that
      David English did indeed publish a retraction of the offending article, and most unusually, placed it on the
      front page. The remainder of the journalists gazed at us – and for a moment the atmosphere of hostility changed
      to one of grudging respect.
    


    
      Then negativity and suspicion returned. The insinuations of the tabloids were still in the air, and the press
      struggled to comprehend how we had not suffered any casualties. So they went onto the attack. I was asked for my
      comments on Enoch Powell’s question in the House of Commons. When I said I had no knowledge of it, it was read
      out to me verbatim, with particular emphasis on the part which asked for an inquiry and court-martial proceedings
      for myself and my men. Now I understood our Commandant General’s concern. And I was left wondering whether the
      media preferred rumour and hearsay to an account of what had actually happened, for they never asked me to provide one. ‘Did they think Mr Powell had managed to get to Stanley whilst the
      fighting was going on?’ I asked them in return. Even if he had been magically transported to the Falklands it
      would, of course, be no guarantee of fairness. And then BBC reporter Kate Adie stepped in.
    


    
      Adie’s big break had come during the London Iranian Embassy siege two years earlier, in 1980. As evening duty
      reporter she was first on the scene as the SAS stormed the Embassy. She gave a live, unscripted commentary,
      crouching behind a car door, to one of the largest TV news audiences ever recorded. Kate Adie’s career was on an
      upward trajectory, in which she was getting the opportunity to cover conflict zones all around the globe. And
      noticing my growing irritation, she saw an opportunity.
    


    
      Adie pointed at me, and called out with her trademark directness: ‘Major – was the fighting actually serious?’
      There had been all sorts of rumours, including the extraordinary suggestion that the Argentine Special Forces had
      not been using live ammunition and had orders not to hurt anyone. She was trying to provoke a reaction and very
      nearly succeeded. I played for time, simply to allow myself to calm down.
    


    
      ‘Kate Adie – it is Kate Adie?’
    


    
      ‘Yes’
    


    
      I took a deep breath and regarded the up and coming war reporter. She was already well aware of when front-line
      conditions were dangerous – and would carry on and do the job anyway, sometimes at considerable risk to herself.
      ‘I don’t know about you, Ms Adie, but if someone points a weapon in my general direction, pulls the trigger and a
      piece of lead comes out, travelling at high speed, that is serious enough for me.’ Kate Adie had been watching me
      impassively, but for a moment I saw the glimmer of a smile.
    


    
      At the end of it all, Rex Hunt thought it had gone rather well. I respected him for the firm way he had dealt
      with the journalist from the Daily Mail. He had kept the promise made to my Marines
      in the plane back to Brize Norton. But about the press conference as a whole I was less sure. The head of the
      Foreign Office’s News Department, Nick Fenn, had been concerned ‘to shield us from awkward questions’, but I was
      left wondering, awkward for whom? The broader narrative of the battle had not been grasped. And the human element
      within it – so important to engage the interest of the public – was lacking, through no fault of our own. We had
      found ourselves constantly on the back foot, fending off criticism but unable to tell our own story.
    


    
      It was right of course to provide details, such as the amount of ammunition expended, which could actually be
      verified. In contrast, in the days following the occupation, Stanley was awash with rumours.
      The Falklands’ capital was in a state of shock, with some of its inhabitants being threatened with deportation
      and others leaving Stanley of their own volition for the greater safety of the ‘Camp’.
    


    
      Falklander John Smith wrote in his diary: ‘A party of Argentine troops has been searching the beach for bodies
      from one of their landing craft which was sunk during the invasion …’, and later ‘Argentine dead are still being
      recovered … their losses during the invasion period were far heavier than admitted’. All well and good, but if an
      enemy landing craft had been sunk in the Narrows, by Corporal York’s 4 Section, I would certainly have heard
      about it – they were in constant radio contact with my HQ. No such incident was ever mentioned.
    


    
      And yet, something was missing. When DQMS Bill Aspinall’s contingent returned to Edinburgh by plane a messenger
      boarded the flight, inviting them to meet the General Officer Commanding Scotland, Lieutenant General Sir David
      Young. Sir David Young wanted to hear about the battle for Stanley. Bill Aspinall remembered:
    


    
      We had people from Government House and also the fight at White City and were able to give a pretty dramatic
      account. The Lieutenant General was transfixed by it all. He brought in beer and sandwiches, ensured everyone had
      a staff car to take them home and asked us to go through it all again. It was so different from the versions
      circulating in the media – he felt he had secured a scoop.
    


    
      But the general public was largely unaware of it.
    


    
      Later that evening, on returning home to Poole, I was shown the Sunday Times article
      ‘War in the Falkland Islands – Three Hours to Surrender’. It claimed to be the first comprehensive account of the
      battle for Stanley, identifying ‘Eight Stages of the Argentine Invasion’. It would be the first port of call for
      anyone wanting to learn more about what had happened. At least it allowed for three hours, rather than reducing
      events to less than one. But each stage was either inaccurate or wrong.
    


    
      The Sunday Times began in dramatic fashion, describing ‘a young Marine officer’
      hurriedly training the FIDF in Stanley’s Drill Hall on the night of the invasion. It was a striking vignette, but
      one that never actually occurred. It had been the Naval Hydrographers who received basic rifle training from one
      of my Marines, Sergeant Shepherd, on the evening of 1 April – and this was at Moody Brook not the Drill Hall. The
      piece consistently muddled up the Settlement Volunteers, who operated outside Stanley, and
      the FIDF, who defended the Falklands’ capital. Moody Brook was placed 13km (8 miles) away, which would have put
      it in the mountains, although apparently it was connected to the seat of government ‘by an electronic alarm
      system’.
    


    
      Things went from bad to worse. In the newspaper’s version, the Argentine Special Forces assault did not come from
      Mullet Creek, to the south, but instead landed on Cape Pembroke, to the east of Stanley, although there was no
      suitable beach there. They then ‘captured the lighthouse and the eight Marines stationed inside it’, although the
      force keeping watch at that location stood down on the afternoon of 1 April and Cape Pembroke Lighthouse never
      came under attack.
    


    
      I carried on reading in growing astonishment. The Special Forces then ‘captured the airfield and the four Marines
      guarding it’, who ‘apparently ‘gave up without a fight’. No such incident ever happened. The Sunday Times continued with its fantasy. The Argentine landings at Yorke Bay were replaced, in
      the newspaper’s account, by their fleet sailing through the Narrows and launching a seaborne assault on Stanley
      itself. There was no mention of their Amtracks, which were replaced by an infantry advance. And a section of my
      Marines was apparently left to hold Moody Brook, but only defended it ‘half-heartedly’. It was pure make-believe.
    


    
      By the following morning the shock had worn off and I simply felt angry. Not only was the article almost entirely
      wrong, it also repeated the slur that the Royal Marines did not fight properly. And now my men were forbidden to
      talk to the press. They followed these instructions dutifully – Marine Gary Williams remembered ‘a journalist
      turning up to try and get an interview: he got a polite “no”, followed by the door being shut firmly in his face’
      – but their voices had been muzzled. The Ministry of Defence was concerned to prevent more Argentine
      misinformation being picked up by the British media, including radio reports from Buenos Aires claiming – falsely
      – that the Endurance had been sunk in South Georgia. But as a War Cabinet was being
      set up to provide day-by-day oversight of military preparations, the British government was fearful of possible
      criticism over its handling of events. And for us, its vigilance came at a price.
    


    
      My mood did not improve when I put a call through to the MOD. When I said that Naval Party 8901 wanted to go back
      to the Falklands as part of the Task Force, and that I had passed over the necessary information on who had
      volunteered, the response was blunt: ‘There is no way you are going back until after the Islands are recovered.
      Then, and only then, we might consider putting you in a reformed garrison.’ ‘They might consider it … ’ I thought
      to myself, ‘or might not …’. Their attention was now on bigger things – and we had been
      passed by. And then a thought came to me, the same one that I had had on the plane to Brize Norton: ‘It cannot
      end like this .’.
    


    
      What was driving me on? At the time, I simply wanted to see justice done for my men. They had been prepared to
      die in defence of the Falklands. I wanted their courage recognised, not traduced. But there was something else,
      harder to grasp, an instinctive feeling that there was now a bigger story at play, and that Naval Party 8901
      would be a part of it. Many of my Marines were also feeling it. ‘I spent a few quiet days with family and
      friends’ said Gary Williams, ‘but I was impatient to re-join the detachment. We all wanted to get back to the
      Falklands.’ I made myself a coffee and a snack – a course of action that every Falkland Islander would have
      approved of, gathered myself – and rang the MOD again.
    


    
      I kept my pitch simple and to the point. I mentioned the Sunday Times article and the
      tabloid coverage of the invasion. I made it clear that I had no wish to engage in political controversy. And I
      said that as the leading elements of the Task Force had already set sail, it was in everyone’s interest that an
      accurate account of the invasion was put in the public domain, one that gave credit to our Royal Marines for the
      way they had defended the Falklands against all the odds. They thought about it – and agreed. I was given
      permission to approach the press.
    


    
      I got in touch with a journalist I knew, Martin Blyth of the Western Morning News.
      The daily regional paper had a well-established base, covering Devon and Cornwall and parts of Somerset and
      Dorset, with its main office in Plymouth. It was sympathetic to the Royal Navy. I opened up to Martin about the
      difficulties we were facing in getting our story across, wondering in frustration whether the national press
      would be happier knowing we had sustained substantial casualties and that there were now grieving widows. I also
      told him that we wanted to return to the Falkland Islands but the MOD did not seem interested.
    


    
      Martin was sympathetic. The public’s attention was now of course on the Task Force, and not the Argentine
      invasion, but he saw a way forward in which we could kill two birds with one stone. We did the interview that
      afternoon and the story came out the following morning, Wednesday 7 April. The headline ran: ‘Marines Ask to Go
      Back to the Falklands.’
    


    
      I was delighted with the piece, which was direct and to the point. It opened:
    


    
      
        Royal Marines from Poole, who put up a heroic three hour defence of Government House during the Argentine
        invasion of the Falkland Islands, are angry at suggestions that they gave in too easily and that the attackers
        were not shooting to kill.
      


      
        Outnumbered ten-to-one, cut off and taken completely by surprise by the Argentine action, the Marines fired
        nearly 6,500 rounds of ammunition and 12 anti-tank missiles before fighting ended on the orders of the
        Governor, Mr Rex Hunt, who was their commander-in-chief.
      


      
        The attack raged to within ten yards of their position at Government House, where they came under fire from
        Argentine snipers, automatic weapons and stun grenades.
      


      
        Later, as they returned home, the Royal Marines read reports in the British press that they had capitulated
        within an hour, scarcely a shot had been fired and that they were ‘hollow-eyed’ and ‘dejected’. Their
        commander, Major Mike Norman, found himself facing suggestions that the Argentine attack ‘had not been
        serious’. Mike Norman said: ‘I gained the distinct impression that they were trying to kill us.’
      

    


    
      I was then quoted on the ‘mad rush’ to prepare defensive positions and the drama of the enemy attack. I related
      how, after the initial assault was beaten off, the Argentines deployed more than twenty armoured personnel
      carriers, armed with heavy machine guns, and mortars against us, with the option of also calling in helicopters
      and ground attack aircraft. I made it clear that by this stage they had brought more than 800 men ashore. ‘Even
      in these circumstances’, I emphasised, ‘none of my men wanted to stop fighting – they resisted hard and well. And
      on their return to Brize Norton, they immediately volunteered to return to the Falklands with the Task Force.’
      And I concluded: ‘I am personally looking forward to going back.’
    


    
      It was an enormous pleasure to read this over breakfast. Encouraged, I penned a reply to the Sunday Times. I informed them that the sheer number of inaccuracies in their piece reflected
      poorly on the reputation of the paper. I went through the errors point by point and hoped the mistakes would be
      corrected.
    


    
      Members of my Naval Party were still coming down from the adrenalin rush of the invasion. ‘I tried to use up my
      nervous energy by keeping busy, and shopping for new kit’, said Marine Mark Gibbs. Marine Graham Evans was less
      lucky. He confessed:
    


    
      I was really wired. I remember the Britannia Royal Naval College, in my home town of Dartmouth, holding a field
      gun rehearsal for Lord High Admiral’s Division (the parade marking the commissioning of new naval officers). I
      was walking down the road. On the sound of the blasts I found myself diving for cover in a
      nearby front garden, from pure reflex reaction. The locals looked on in amazement.
    


    
      By now, the lead elements of the Task Force had already sailed from Portsmouth, and the main body, including most
      of 40 and 42 Commando, and 3 Para, would be following shortly. And the value of Naval Party 8901 – past and
      present – for this next round of military preparation was becoming evident. Corporal John Adams of 42 Commando
      was Signaller for its Commanding Officer, Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux. ‘It was known that I had been to the
      Falklands with NP 8901’, Adams said. ‘I was therefore asked a lot of questions about the place: its terrain,
      climate and settlements.’ Corporal Adams could draw on plenty of experience. On his 1974–5 tour of service he
      participated in a number of patrols into the ‘Camp’, each of these ‘yomps’ covering about 12 miles a day,
      carrying weapons and kit, and lasting between seven and ten days. Because of the heightened tensions with
      Argentina, the Marines were rehearsing a scenario where Argentine Special Forces landed on one of the outlying
      settlements and took its inhabitants hostage. ‘The main aim was ground familiarisation and recording settlement
      layouts’, Adams remembered. And he also helped out on the Falklands radio network, working for a few hours each
      week, relaying messages as required, which gave him further insight into life on the Islands.
    


    
      Others benefited from similar informal briefings, as Captain Ian Gardiner remembered:
    


    
      I was lucky to have as my second-in-command Lieutenant Phil Witcombe. He had served in the Falklands a few years
      before, and his knowledge of the place and the people was a huge boon for us. With his experience of the Islands
      we gained a far clearer idea of the nature of the country. We realised we were going to a barren, treeless
      landscape, where the wind would be our constant companion. Most land movement would be on foot. The weather would
      be highly changeable and we could expect rain, sun, snow and hail – sometimes all within half an hour. Summer was
      over, so we should expect the weather to get colder and wetter as the weeks advanced.
    


    
      Diplomatic initiatives were now underway. On 7 April the White House appointed US Secretary of State Al Haig as a
      mediator between Britain and Argentina. But those who had served in Naval Party 8901 over the years thought a
      political settlement unlikely, as Corporal Adams emphasised: ‘Some of my fellow Marines
      imagined we were just making a show of force and that it would all be settled by diplomacy. But having been on
      the Falklands, and knowing the Argentine mentality about the place, I knew we would have to fight to regain the
      Islands.’
    


    
      ‘The Marines whose briefings were particularly useful were those who had done a lot of walking on East Falkland’,
      said Major John Rowland, commander of the 1975–6 detachment. Rowland knew the whole of the Island well. He had
      regularly walked from Stanley to Fitzroy and Douglas, and on two occasions from Port San Carlos to the Falklands’
      capital.
    


    
      Corporal Neil ‘Figgy’ Duff left Brize Norton believing the government had no interest in what he had been
      through. A month before the invasion he had also led several Marines on a ‘yomp’, with kit, from Port San Carlos
      to Stanley. On Wednesday 7 April he received a call from the MOD. ‘They quizzed me for more than an hour’,
      Corporal Duff remembered, ‘wanting to know the details of the route and the distances we had covered each day.’
      Duff was then invited to talk to some of the assembling Marines from 45 Commando.
    


    
      Captain Ian Gardiner recalled:
    


    
      The Royal Marines of the Falklands garrison had now been repatriated and we were briefed by a corporal from this
      detachment who – together with some of his fellows – was being sent round the Task Force giving us as much useful
      information as he could. His quiet, understated description of the battle and his experiences were listened to
      with great interest.
    


    
      And 45 Commando would follow Corporal Duff’s route almost to the letter in their own ‘yomp’ across East Falkland.
    


    
      Gary and I were invited to Royal Navy Operations Command, Northwood, that Wednesday afternoon. There was much for
      them to think about, as they planned the transport of troops, aircraft and equipment to the nearest forward base,
      at Ascension Island, some 3,300 miles from the Falklands and anticipated the likely Argentine troop presence on
      the Islands (which intelligence believed to be around 7–10,000 strong). The Commander-in-Chief Fleet Admiral Sir
      John Fieldhouse was under no illusions about the government’s lack of readiness for the invasion. ‘You were a
      trip-wire defence – and you were tripped beautifully’, Fieldhouse said in a cheerful tone of voice. It was hard
      to decipher this comment but I chose to see it as an Admiral’s compliment for the way we had fought in near
      impossible circumstances.
    


    
      Recognising the value of Gary’s NP 8901 experience, Admiral John Fieldhouse wanted him to leave for Ascension as
      soon as possible, to take up an intelligence position with 3 Commando Brigade. ‘Go get the Islands back!’ he
      urged. However, Fieldhouse felt that the new Naval Party needed to wait until the Falklands had been recaptured
      before it was reconstituted. I saw things differently, realising the key was for us to get out to Ascension, as
      volunteers, and only then worry about what job we might be doing.
    


    
      The breakthrough came the following morning. The Sunday Times had received my letter
      and they rang me and asked if they could do an interview. The MOD cleared it. We spoke for some time, and at the
      end of it the interview had transformed into a consultancy role. They wanted to use my input in order to
      completely rewrite their article. I could not have hoped for a better outcome.
    


    
      Events were moving forward rapidly. On Thursday 8 April it was decided to put a 200-mile maritime exclusion zone
      in place around the Falkland Islands (effective from 12 April). ‘For me, this was something of a bench mark’,
      Admiral Sandy Woodward wrote. ‘It was at this point that I accepted that a war was likely to be fought … Mrs
      Thatcher was plainly not going to abandon the British people on the Falkland Islands. And the forces of General
      Galtieri were not about to leave of their own accord.’ On Friday 9 April the Canberra
      set sail from Southampton with most of 3 Commando Brigade on board. A Marine officer remarked: ‘Now I know this
      is serious. You can’t let the nation see us go off to war with bands playing and then bring us back without doing
      anything.’
    


    
      Margaret Thatcher was now conducting affairs with iron resolve – and neither the British or Argentine governments
      seemed likely to back down.
    


    
      On the Friday I described the events of 2 April for the Royal Marines’ journal Globe and
      Laurel, setting out a clear narrative of the battle for Stanley. Andrew Morrison had been a Corporal in
      Captain Troy’s detachment, which had prepared Moody Brook for the first Naval Party 8901 stationed on the Islands
      in 1965. He wrote in response: ‘How proud I am to have been a Royal Marine! The gallantry of the Marines from NP
      8901 and HMS Endurance will go down in Corps’ history. I fully understand the
      feelings which must have motivated them in defence of the Islands which are so British.’
    


    
      And the real story was at last reaching a wider audience. On Sunday 11 April the Sunday
      Times brought out its own accurate account of the Falklands Invasion and wished NP 8901 good luck on its
      return to the Islands. The revised article attracted a great deal of attention. We even heard that a politician
      stood up in the House and announced to considerable applause that Naval Party 8901 was deservedly going back to
      join the Task Force.
    


    
      That weekend Thelma and I went to my parent’s house near Swindon to gain a brief respite from the constant
      phone-ringing. My father, who had seen military service himself, as a lieutenant colonel in the Royal Anglian
      Regiment, listened quietly to my account of the invasion. But he was worried when I told him I intended to return
      to the Falklands. He looked at me and said: ‘You cannot be that lucky twice.’ Thelma shared the same fears. And
      once again, I asked myself why I wanted to go back. Was it simply the adrenalin rush, which I had not yet come
      down from? No one in the armed services wants to inflict unnecessary worry on those closest to them. However all
      my instincts were for joining the Task Force: for myself and for the men under my command.
    


    
      My Marines gathered on 13 April. ‘It was a great feeling meeting up with all the lads again’, said Gary Williams.
      We were all very glad to see each other – and a positive momentum was building. As the Globe
      and Laurel reported:
    


    
      Major Mike Norman and his NP 8901 have arrived back in Poole in very good heart. They were upset by some of the
      early newspaper reports of their action in the Falklands which were based on spurious information and much
      speculation. Thankfully more recent and better informed articles have made the true position clear. They are now
      re-kitting and zeroing in new weapons …
    


    
      The MOD changed tack. It caved in to our repeated requests and simply asked when we would be ready and fully
      equipped. The next few days sped by in a blur of activity. We were then informed that we were flying from Brize
      Norton to Ascension Island early on the morning of 19 April. It was hard to believe, but we were going back to
      the South Atlantic. Everything seemed to be coming together. As we reached the airport, I heard news that all of
      Corporal York’s section were safe and well and would be flown back from Uruguay to the United Kingdom the
      following day. I was able to ring their families and tell them the good news. I left them a message: we are on
      our way to Ascension – come and join us!
    


    
      Our fortunes had undergone a complete turnaround. Marine Graham Evans spoke for us all when he said: ‘The
      Falklands was unfinished business. I don’t think we ever thought of not going back to complete the job.’
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 7


    Juliet Company


    
      On the afternoon of 19 April we arrived at Ascension Island, just south of the
      Equator. As we made our way to the tiny terminal building we were engulfed by a wave of heat. The temperature on
      the island rarely drops below 30 degrees Celsius and is often much higher. And the fine volcanic dust that is
      always in the air makes it difficult to breathe freely. For one nineteenth-century Royal Marine it was ‘akin to
      living in a fire grate’.
    


    
      It certainly is a barren place, discovered on Ascension Day 1503 by the Portuguese explorer Alphonse de
      Albuquerque, but only inhabited from October 1815, when the British put a small force of a Captain and eleven
      Marines on it to keep watch for possible attempts to rescue Napoleon on St Helena, 700 miles to the south-east.
      After Napoleon’s death the garrison was enlarged, as the island became a staging post for Royal Navy ships
      suppressing the African Slave Trade. In 1829 the Royal Marines created a settlement, Georgetown, and a number of
      smaller villages. The garrison was finally withdrawn in 1922.
    


    
      Twenty years later the Americans arrived, and under an agreement with the British government, in 1942, a
      battalion of US engineers blasted out an airfield on the south-west corner of Ascension. It was named Wideawake,
      after the day and night screeching of the terns (known locally as ‘wideawake birds’) which nest on the island in
      their thousands.
    


    
      Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux described the 34 square miles of mountainous clinker:
    


    
      My first impressions were of precipitous, volcanic slopes, covered in ash, which seemed reminiscent of a moon
      landscape as we perspired across them in the glaring heat. The coastline was almost universally inaccessible,
      because of the unending ocean rollers that dashed themselves malevolently onto the rocks. There was a single
      beach upon which a craft could land … From there, one could look up the sheer pile of the volcano to the distant
      summit where, astoundingly, there was a sort of skull cap of greenery in which – we were told – tropical birds
      sang and orchids flourished.
    


    
      Wideawake Airfield provided valuable resupply facilities during World War Two, after which it largely became
      inactive, serving only the requirements of a US satellite tracking station. When the first RAF contingent arrived
      they christened it ‘Halfasleep’. But now, with the vessels of the Task Force all around it, Ascension was a hive
      of activity once more. The assault ship HMS Fearless and supply ship RFA Stromness had reached the island on 17 April, alongside five LSLs (landing ships used in support
      of amphibious operations). The Canberra would arrive a day after us, having refuelled
      at Freetown, the capital and chief port of Sierra Leone. Already 1,500 tons of supplies had reached Wideawake; a
      third of which were earmarked for 3 Commando Brigade. As RAF Wing Commander Ed Durham put it: ‘There would have
      been perhaps three or four air movements a week here. Now we have hundreds every day, many of them helicopter
      trips ferrying cargo to and from ships at anchor.’ The day before our arrival, Durham recorded 532 take-offs and
      landings. These astonishing statistics made Wideawake the world’s busiest airport.
    


    
      Our home for the next four days was the village of Two Boats, at the foot of Ascension’s extinct volcano, Green
      Mountain, where an encampment of tents had been set up to house new arrivals. We trained, did some
      live-ammunition firing and relaxed with a little fishing. ‘We got to see a lot of the island’ said Marine Graham
      Evans, ‘especially Green Mountain, where we came across the remains of the old fort – made by the first
      detachment of Royal Marines on Ascension – with our Globe and Laurel insignia carved on its stone wall.’ Marine
      Mark Gibbs added: ‘We were struck by the sheer effort it would have taken to construct it, two thousand feet up
      the mountain side. We looked at it in sheer amazement.’
    


    
      The determination of those first Royal Marines on Ascension was striking. Refusing to accept that the island had
      for centuries been regarded as uninhabitable, they constructed a farm amidst the greenery near the mountain
      summit to grow fresh vegetables and placed the fort itself alongside the only freshwater spring on the island. We
      were moved to see this remnant from the past, which showed that sheer will-power could sometimes triumph in the
      most difficult of circumstances. Soon I would be seeking some inspiration of my own. The future role of my
      detachment was completely unclear.
    


    
      We had got to Ascension Island. So far, so good. But the assembled Task Force had more pressing concerns than
      considering a position for our small number of Marines. Planning for the recapture of South Georgia was already
      underway by Admiral Woodward’s Naval Task Force. The frigate HMS Plymouth and destroyer HMS Antrim had embarked Major Guy Sheridan and
      M Company of 42 Commando, together with D Squadron of the SAS and a section from the Special Boat Squadron, and
      were heading south, with orders to rendezvous with the Endurance.
    


    
      The MOD had grudgingly given the Endurance a two-month reprieve and the ship was once
      more demonstrating her value. Captain Nick Barker had been unable to dislodge the Argentines on South Georgia in
      March 1982 because of the British government’s hesitation. That hesitation had been replaced by a sense of
      urgency. Barker was in the happy position of envisaging an assault on the island that was fully supported by
      Whitehall. ‘We were prepared to do a reconnaissance of Grytviken’, said Nick Barker, ‘and, if necessary, take out
      Argentinian positions ahead of a bombardment and landing. And we were ready to run up the beach just off the
      settlement with our ice breaking bow to deliver M Company, 42 Commando. I was starting to feel really useful.’
    


    
      Others had no doubts about the plucky ship’s quality. The Endurance met up with the
      Antrim and Plymouth on the morning of 14 April. As it
      steamed up towards Antrim those on board the destroyer lined the upper deck. ‘All
      their sailors manned the sides, hands on guard rails, as we approached’, Barker continued, ‘and – as we passed
      them – they cheered us to a man. Plymouth followed with a cheer that was equally
      welcoming. It was quite an emotional encounter’. The moving greeting was well-deserved.
    


    
      Three days later, on 17 April, Admiral Fieldhouse flew out from North wood to the carrier Hermes and gave a briefing, announcing that the British government was utterly determined to
      regain the Falklands by whatever means necessary. The Admiral added that if diplomacy failed the Task Force could
      depend on absolute political support for its operations. A momentum was building, as the Force’s leading ships –
      the carriers Hermes and Invincible, three Type 42
      destroyers and the frigates Brilliant and Arrow, steamed
      south the following day under Admiral Sandy Woodward to a holding position, some 1,000 miles equidistant from
      South Georgia and the Falklands. In London, the War Cabinet was anxious to push this naval battle group as deep
      as possible into the South Atlantic, even as diplomatic efforts continued.
    


    
      All this had occurred before our arrival – and at the time, I only heard snippets of news about the bigger
      picture. But there was no mistaking the rush of purposeful activity all around Ascension Island. The remainder of
      the Task Force was now re-stowing and loading fresh supplies and equipment. There were grey-hulled supply vessels
      and tankers of the Royal Fleet Auxiliary all around the island, and a string of commercial
      freighters. The sky was buzzing with helicopters, with nine or ten hovering above the ships at a time (some 138
      Wessex, 40 Chinook and 40 Sea King sorties were flown on a single day). Ammunition was being cross-decked,
      alongside Milan missiles, grenades, rocket-launchers and mortar bombs. The higher levels of command were
      constantly occupied with rounds of planning; on the decks of the Canberra and on the
      island itself a mass of training routines were underway.
    


    
      Amidst all this, the purpose of our Naval Party was very much a secondary consideration. And as helicopters
      lifted off from Wideawake, their nets bulging, and troops moved ashore in rotation to practise firing mortars and
      anti-tank weapons, I was only too aware that the flotilla might move south at any time. There was much to do at
      Ascension – but if the orders came through, the ships would be gone. And on 22 April a rumour swept through the
      island that the remainder of the Task Force was to proceed south at top speed to join the carrier group which was
      approaching the Exclusion Zone around the Falklands. It turned out to be a false alarm – but the warning was
      there. We could not keep waiting indefinitely. That day, two conversations galvanised me into action.
    


    
      On the morning of 22 April I came across Major Gary Noott not far from the Airfield. Gary had been sent ahead of
      me by Admiral Fieldhouse, who believed that his experience of the Falklands would be a valuable asset for 3
      Commando Brigade. But when we met, he was downcast. ‘There’s nothing for me to do here Mike’, he said. I was
      taken aback. Gary was sharing a cabin on the Canberra with Major Ewen
      Southby-Tailyour. The ebullient Southby-Tailyour had teamed up with Gary’s second-in-command, Lieutenant John
      Thurman, and was delivering a series of briefings and lectures to all and sundry. ‘John had walked nearly as many
      miles over the Falklands as I had sailed around them’, Southby-Tailyour said appreciatively.
    


    
      Thurman had left the Islands shortly after Lieutenant Bill Trollope’s arrival in early February 1982 and thus had
      missed the invasion. At the beginning of April his engagement to Rex Hunt’s daughter Diana was formally
      announced, and the couple had gone on holiday together. But John Thurman had returned to the Task Force,
      determined to put his considerable knowledge of the Islands to good use. ‘He was much in demand’, Southby-
      Tailyour continued, ‘for he knew his way across the country better than most.’
    


    
      For those outside the Royal Marine Corps, or the armed services as a whole, John Thurman’s decision might be
      difficult to comprehend. The Corps is often described as a ‘family’, and for those within it
      loyalties run deep. And there was also his affection for the Falklands and its people, now suffering under
      Argentine occupation. As Ewen Southby-Tailyour put it, Thurman was engaged in a ‘double romance’ (to the Islands
      and to his fiancée).
    


    
      Corporal Geordie Gill, another member of Gary Noot’s detachment with considerable experience of the Falklands,
      felt much the same way as Thurman. As a result, he was put in the Recce Troop of 40 Commando. Both Geordie Gill
      and John Thurman were determined to become part of the Task Force and Brigadier Julian Thompson was happy to
      support them.
    


    
      Indeed, Southby-Tailyour was struck by how many former members of Naval Party were now on board the Canberra, a contingent headed by Corporal Steve Newland, who – ironically – had vowed never to
      return to the Falklands whatever the circumstances. Steve Newland was now a section commander in K Company, 42
      Commando. But he gathered up members of Southby-Tailyour’s old detachment and invited him to join them for a
      drink. The mood had changed. ‘We were sitting in Ascension as all the diplomatic negotiations were taking place’,
      Newland recalled. ‘And we just had one thought: “Let’s get on with it. Let’s go down to the Falklands, blast the
      Argentinians and get the Islands back.’
    


    
      But Gary Noott had become convinced that there was no point in him staying. I felt that he was making a big
      mistake, and told him so, but there was nothing I could say to make him change his mind. Within days he had
      returned to the United Kingdom.
    


    
      I was left bemused by this encounter. And shortly after it, I was approached by DSM Bill Muir and DQMS Bill
      Aspinall. Apparently, there were no security arrangements in place at Wideawake Airfield and some of the stores
      had been pilfered. As a result, the Senior RAF Officer on the island, Group Captain Jeremy Price, had offered our
      detachment the job of guarding it. It would mean that as the Task Force steamed south towards the Falklands (a
      course that all of us in the Naval Party believed was inevitable) we would remain behind at Ascension patrolling
      the runway. It was hardly the course of action I had in mind. But Aspinall and Muir strongly recommended that we
      take up Group Captain Price’s offer.
    


    
      Bill Aspinall came up to me and said: ‘Look Boss, it was incredible that we all got out of the Falklands
      unscathed. But I believe it is asking too much to expect the same thing will happen a second time. We should stay
      on Ascension Island.’ Bill Muir nodded in agreement. This was the same warning that I had heard from my father,
      and it was now being repeated by the two most experienced senior NCOs in the detachment. It
      was their job to make sure I considered all aspects of the situation – and they did it well. And there was no
      doubting their courage. Both men had been incredibly brave in the battle for Government House. I could not simply
      override their advice.
    


    
      I felt that I had reached a crossroads. All of us Marines want to be part of something bigger, to take part in an
      operation that we have spent our careers training for – and if the landings on the Falklands went ahead it would
      be the largest amphibious operation undertaken by Britain since Suez. And so many within the Corps had wanted to
      be involved. Before any military action selective ‘pruning’ always takes place, with the intention of leaving
      behind the few who, for reasons of discipline or attitude, might give cause for concern. But as Lieutenant
      Colonel Nick Vaux, commanding officer of 42 Commando, said before embarkation on the Canberra: ‘One of our sadder tasks was turning away the many who yearned to come, but for whom
      there was not space within the ship.’
    


    
      I have sometimes wondered what was driving me on, and whether, in part at least, it was because of hurt pride
      over what had happened in the Falklands on 2 April 1982. However, I can honestly say I do not think so. I simply
      felt that a bigger story was unfolding and that we were supposed to be part of it. And significantly, we were
      still fighting to establish the truth about our battle to defend Stanley. Whilst we had made some progress in
      that regard, there was a danger of a return to the press negativity of the day after the invasion if, after
      having announced our wish to return with the Task Force, we settled for what would inevitably be seen as an easy
      job at Ascension, well out of harm’s way. We had fought bravely once; we needed to be prepared to fight bravely
      again.
    


    
      And yet I could not impose these views on my men. At Poole the mood had been upbeat. As far as I could tell, all
      my Marines wanted to get back to the Falklands. I now needed to make sure this was still the case. I spoke to my
      Second in Command, Lieutenant Bill Trollope, explained the situation to him and asked that he take a sounding
      within the detachment. However, Bill was already well aware of their mood. He replied straight away: ‘I know
      exactly what the lads want: they want a proper job.’ A ‘proper job’ was fighting for the Falklands, not
      patrolling the Airport at Ascension. I was struck by the force of Trollope’s answer. ‘I will do the very best I
      can’, I said. I sought out a boat to take me to HMS Fearless. I wanted to talk to
      Brigadier Julian Thompson.
    


    
      Fearless was the home of Brigadier Thompson and Commodore Michael Clapp, who were
      jointly commanding the landing force. Their operations centre was the room where Harold
      Wilson and Ian Smith had held their abortive talks about the future of what was then Rhodesia, back in 1968. But
      when I reached the ship I was told that Thompson had gone to visit the Canberra. No
      one vessel could carry all the military personnel of 3 Commando Brigade, but the converted P&O liner –
      affectionately nicknamed the ‘Great White Whale’ – had 40 and 42 Commando of the Royal Marines on board,
      alongside the 3rd Battalion of the Parachute Regiment and a host of gunners, signallers and technicians, in all
      around 2,800 men. And my short onward diversion to the Canberra would prove
      all-important.
    


    
      In military matters, atmosphere is a crucial ingredient. We study the strategy and tactics of campaigns and their
      logistical organisation, and assess issues of leadership. But the mood of the men on the ground as preparations
      get underway is the barometer of a resolve to fight, and to fight hard. And the atmosphere as I boarded the
      Canberra was incredible. In my twenty years of service in the Royal Marines I had
      never experienced anything quite like it. The energy, drive and camaraderie were amazing. The place was buzzing.
      And when I met with Brigadier Julian Thompson, and he invited me to join him for lunch, he agreed. ‘Something
      quite remarkable is happening here’, he observed. Thompson listened to my concerns and then said: ‘Mike, if you
      and your men want to be part of this, we will find something for you all to do.’
    


    
      I returned to Ascension that afternoon. And when I shared my impressions of the Canberra with Bill Aspinall and Bill Muir they listened carefully. ‘I feel we will always regret
      it if we pass over this opportunity’, I said. There were a few moments of silence. Then Aspinall looked up at me,
      and replied: ‘We trust your judgment Boss.’
    


    
      The following day, 23 April, St George’s Day, is a special anniversary in the Corps: Zeebrugge Day, when we
      remember the heroism of the 4th Battalion of Royal Marines in the attack on the German submarine base of
      Bruges-Zeebrugge in 1918. And it was an auspicious moment for us. We were invited on board the Canberra. Our detachment would perform guard duties for 3 Commando Brigade HQas its defence
      troop. ‘The ship was full’, Marine Graham Evans remembered, ‘but they found us some cabins in the crew quarters.
      This was about ten feet below the waterline – the lowest draft of any ship in the Task Force – but it didn’t
      bother us. We simply wanted to be part of it all – and our spirits were really high.’
    


    
      The Brigade Major, John Chester, remarked to me: ‘We like your attitude, looking to join us – and willing to do
      whatever job is available.’ But being willing to do a job meant taking whatever was job offered, without
      complaint. And what I was now asked to do was certainly challenging. Whilst Lieutenant
      Trollope took over defence-troop responsibilities, I was told that once ashore I would be ‘watch-keeper’ at
      Brigade HQ, on the radio net. But until then Captain Dave Nicholls, the Brigade Press Officer on the Fearless, asked me to supervise the press contingent on the Canberra,
      a request seconded by Captain Christopher Burne, the Senior Naval Officer on board the ship. I had done a little
      press relations work before, whilst I was at Poole, but the task here was of an altogether different order.
      However, it would also yield some unexpected opportunities.
    


    
      The journalists were split between the Hermes – and the Naval Task Force – and the
      Canberra – and the amphibious force, and there were twelve of them on our ship.
      Leading the way was Max Hastings of the Standard, the most experienced of the dozen,
      who was nicknamed by his fellows ‘the Brigadier’. He was followed by Alistair McQueen of the Mirror (the ‘RSM’ – ‘Regimental Sergeant Major’), Ian Bruce of the Glasgow
      Herald and Derek Hudson of the Yorkshire Post. Robert Fox reported for the
      BBC, Patrick Bishop for the Observer and Charles Laurence for the Telegraph. David Norris represented the Daily Mail, Robert McGowan
      the Express and John Shirley the Sunday Times. There was
      also Kim Sabido for Independent Radio News and Leslie Dowd for Reuters. And finally, Jeremy Hand was on the ship
      with an ITN camera crew.
    


    
      Many of these men were young and relatively inexperienced. Max Hastings was the only journalist with war
      reporting under his belt (most notably in Vietnam and the Yom Kippur War) and McQueen, Bruce and Hudson were the
      only reporters with the Task Force who were actually the Defence correspondents of the newspapers they
      represented. Patrick Bishop would go on to cover many conflicts and would write much about war. But in 1982, the
      Falklands was his first foreign posting. Yet when I took over, all were unhappy and frustrated.
    


    
      Robert Fox summarised the situation as follows:
    


    
      
        From the outset, the information and press policy was chaotic. The instruments for imparting each change of
        rules to the hacks themselves were the unfortunate MOD press officers, known as ‘the brain police’ or ‘the
        minders’. Their job was to act as censors and to supervise the means of transmitting broadcasts and copy, which
        was done through the Maritime Satellite (or Marisat), linked to a telephone or telex. The difficulty was that
        ‘the minders’ had received no training in censorship, and although supposedly ex-journalists themselves, had
        little idea of how newspaper and broadcasting reporters work on running big stories. And
        the system, or lack of system, which put them there followed no consistent rules or policy.
      


      
        One day we were allowed to name individual ships and state the weather at sea, the next we were not. One
        afternoon I was allowed to mention the frigate HMS Antelope by name; two hours
        later my colleague, Kim Sabido of the IRN, was forbidden to do so. And so it went on.
      

    


    
      I tried to apply some much-needed consistency to these proceedings – and got some nice plaudits for doing so.
    


    
      Derek Hudson wrote: ‘To my great relief, the man taking over the vetting of my copy was not some nit-picking MOD
      press officer, but Major Mike Norman, who had commanded the Royal Marines of Naval Party 8901 when the Argentines
      invaded. Even when exhausted after slogging round the promenade deck (four circuits equalled a mile) he never
      grumbled about checking my reports – and common sense dictated any censorship.’ I even won over the Daily Mail. ‘It was absolutely chaotic until we got Mike Norman’, said David Norris, ‘who at last
      introduced some clear ground rules.’
    


    
      In my two weeks or so in this position we were trying to look to the future and beginning to draw up a system
      where individual reporters would be ‘embedded’ with different units after the landings had occurred. But my work
      with the press allowed them to get to know me and my men, and gain a better understanding of what had happened at
      the time of the Argentine invasion. And the tone of their reports grew increasingly positive.
    


    
      Robert Fox wrote:
    


    
      The members of the Naval Party who defended Stanley have arrived on the ship. After a few days’ leave they
      volunteered to join the forces that are preparing for any assault on the Falklands. As they posed for photographs
      on heaps of ammunition boxes on the aft sundeck of the Canberra, Major Mike Norman
      produced a Falklands flag, acquired there by another officer several years ago. The flag, a Union Jack with the
      sheep and galleon crest on a red ground, bears the motto: ‘Desire the Right’. Major Norman says he has every
      intention of seeing that this flag flies over Government House at Stanley when his Marines return.
    


    
      The journalists were amused by my own experiences with the MOD’s bureaucrats, and the following made its way into
      the Peterborough column of the Daily Telegraph:
    


    
      Ministry of Defence officials, apparently undeterred by the Argentinian take-over, are still chasing up receipts
      for supplies delivered to Naval Party 8901 just before the invasion. On St George’s Day, some three weeks after
      Moody Brook had been overrun, a letter was sent demanding an official receipt for five Land Rover tyres. Major
      Mike Norman has received a very sharp reminder from the MOD supply division. However they are out of luck as the
      ‘blue copy’ was in his office, which was completely wrecked by the Argentinian attack.
    


    
      The Daily Mail – penitent after its ‘Shamed!’ headline – was now talking of the
      ‘courageous defiance’ of NP 8901 on the day of the invasion, who ‘had continued to resist, even when faced with
      impossible odds’. My Marines decided to have a little fun at the paper’s expense, getting it to print the
      following appeal:
    


    
      Forty of the Royal Marines who bravely battled to save the Falklands from Argentine aggressors are now on their
      way back with the Task Force to fight for the freedom of the Islands. They have asked – with the help of our
      newspaper – for letters and photographs from pen- friends, as they could be away for a long time.
    


    
      To the delight of my detachment, so many replies were received – more than 20,000 of them – that they were
      eventually distributed amongst the whole of 3 Commando Brigade. ‘I ended up marrying one of the women who wrote
      in’, said Marine Gary Williams happily.
    


    
      Another of my responsibilities was organising on-board talks, and I spoke on a variety of topics, including the
      practical realities of surviving on the Falklands: how to bivouac and construct a ‘sangar’, a defended position
      made out of stones, when it was not possible to dig a dry hole or trench in the earth. I also used the
      opportunity to give a presentation, as part of a panel comprising Bill Trollope and Buster Brown, on our fight
      for Stanley. I invited all the press to attend and a crammed room listened riveted to our accounts. It was at the
      end of this that the full extent of my men’s bravery seemed to really sink in. Max Hastings joined me for dinner
      afterwards. ‘Mike, there should have been decorations for that’, he said. I could not have agreed more. But all
      attention was now on the events unfolding.
    


    
      The military situation was escalating. On 25 April South Georgia was regained in a daring assault by Guy Sheridan
      and a composite assault group drawn from M Company, 42 Commando, the SAS and SBS. We were delighted by Sheridan’s
      success, although at the time we knew little of the terrible difficulties that had proceeded it – but the
      consequences of 42 Commando being in effect a company down, as Guy Sheridan’s men garrisoned Grytviken, would
      become important.
    


    
      Shortly after the recapture of South Georgia there were fears that the Argentines might attempt a submarine
      attack on our forces, and each night the Canberra would move out to sea, before
      returning to Ascension the following day. On 1 May our Vulcan bombers struck Stanley’s Airfield, a magnificent
      feat of flying, although the runway was not permanently disabled, as was erroneously claimed at the time. The
      following day the Argentine cruiser General Belgrano was sunk. On 4 May HMS
      Sheffield was struck and badly damaged by an Exocet missile (the ship would sink six
      days later, whilst under tow). On 6 May the Canberra left Ascension and steamed
      south. It was clear that we were going to fight. The question remained, would we, as Brigade HQ defence troop, or
      42 Commando, one company down and likely to be placed in reserve, actually see any combat?
    


    
      Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux, a naturally aggressive commander, took up the narrative:
    


    
      We realised that with only two companies – now that M Company would stay to garrison South Georgia – we were
      unlikely to be given a major task after the landing, but would more likely be a reserve unit, left holding the
      beach-head … I discussed this with the Adjutant, Phil Wilson, and we decided to try and avert this crisis by
      seeing if we could somehow gather a fresh, composite force from those on board the Canberra.
    


    
      I knew Phil well, which meant that he had no hesitation in recommending me to his commanding officer as an
      individual who ‘had all the motivation in the world to lead a company against the Argentines’. Vaux continued: ‘I
      asked Mike Norman to come and see me – and we had one of the briefest and most encouraging exchanges of my career
      when I asked him to try and form a company: “How long have I got?” was his response.’
    


    
      It was a tremendous opportunity, and in forty-eight hours I had recruited nearly a hundred individuals who
      possessed – more or less – the rank structure and training to form a rifle company. A majority were specialists –
      cooks, clerks, armourers and vehicle mechanics, landing craft ratings, signallers and
      carpenters – who were all a part of 42 Commando. And 42 Commando provided additional assistance, giving its own
      defence troop (commanded by Lieutenant Tony Hornby, who would lead my new 11 Troop). Lieutenant Colin Beadon
      provided me with around half of his Milan missile operators from his Anti-Tank Troop (for the new 12 Troop, which
      he would command). And the core of the new company, serving in 10 Troop and the Company Headquarters of what
      would soon be designated Juliet Company, were my Marines of Naval Party 8901.
    


    
      Lieutenant Colin Beadon was delighted by it all. ‘Tony Hornby and myself saw it as really exciting’, Beadon
      remembered. ‘The Canberra was a busy ship – and we believed that building up the new
      company would not be an issue’. And we were joined by two Marines from Naval Party 8901 (1981-2), Steve Chubb and
      Jock Hunter, who – after their brave defence of South Georgia and repatriation – had flown out again to Ascension
      and then got on the Canberra (two others from the detachment, Corporal Geordie Gill
      and Marine Steve Porter, would join 40 Commando). ‘And so the problem of a role for our Naval Party was solved’,
      said Lieutenant Bill Trollope, 10 Troop’s Commander. ‘We would need to do a lot of hard training. However we had
      the structure in place to make this work. And the mood of the men was terrific.’
    


    
      On 13 May Brigadier Thompson – glad of the tactical flexibility – confirmed the formation of 42 Commando’s new
      company. As United Nations shuttle diplomacy was making no meaningful progress and the likelihood of military
      action was obvious, all the P&O crew on board the Canberra were now officially
      informed that they were going all the way to the Falkland Islands.
    


    
      A day later, to our astonishment, Corporal York’s section appeared, flying in by helicopter just in time to swell
      the ranks of Juliet Company. The men had spent three extra days on the Falklands and after giving themselves up
      had been roughly treated by their captors – and for a while were imprisoned in Argentina and interrogated as
      POWs. They had then returned to the United Kingdom on the same plane as the Marines who had defended South
      Georgia, a day after we had left for Ascension Island – and had every reason to want to stay there.
    


    
      Instead, they made every possible effort to rejoin us. When the MOD showed little enthusiasm about flying them
      back to Ascension, Marine Jeff Urand offered to pay for everyone’s flight from his own savings. It was a
      remarkable gesture. ‘How on earth did you find us?’ we asked. The Marines had leap-frogged from ship to ship
      until they learnt where we were.
    


    
      I would no longer be ‘watch-keeper’ at Brigade HQ once the landing took place. I would be a Company commander. My
      men would no longer be defending Brigade HQ, but would be following me – as part of 42 Commando – on a campaign
      to regain the Falklands. My Marines and I had a ‘proper job’ – in the fullest sense of the phrase. The Islands
      were a week’s sailing away – and much preparatory work needed to be done. But everything seemed to be falling
      into place.
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 8


    Port San Carlos


    
      We were now part of 42 Commando – and heading towards the Falklands. We were on a
      cruise ship, but a ship whose swimming pools were converted into helicopter pads and whose troops were
      remorselessly training for war. ‘Our routine was hard’, said Marine Gary Williams, ‘because we were trying to get
      as fit as possible.’ Each day, starting at 8.00am, every available upper deck space was allocated for some form
      of endurance or strengthening exercise. Men ran continuously, at first in boots and PT gear, later carrying full
      equipment. We had the space on board ship, and the specialist trainers, to do this safely and progressively. And
      the men wanted to do it.
    


    
      I have the lists of those in J Company in front of me. As we formed up, 42 Commando’s Support Company Sergeant
      Major (and a staff physical training instructor) Fred Cummings, a Black Belt in judo and accomplished all round
      sportsman, joined us as Company Sergeant Major. Bill Aspinall became the Company Quarter Master Sergeant, Bill
      Trollope Troop Commander and Bill Muir Troop Sergeant of 10 Troop, which contained most of the Marines formerly
      in my Naval Party 8901 (with the exception of Sergeant Shepherd and Lance Corporal Black, who joined 42
      Commando’s sniper section).
    


    
      10 Troop was organised with a Troop HQ of seven Marines and three sections, each consisting of nine men (under
      the command of Corporals Armour, Bryan and Johnson); Marines Adey and Turner were responsible for the 2in mortar
      and Marines Gibbs and Timms the 84mm Carl Gustav anti-tank weapon. In all there were thirty-four Marines (all
      former members of Naval Party 8901). 11 and 12 Troop were drawn up in similar fashion. In total, there were over
      a hundred Marines under my command. We were still gathering equipment from the quartermasters of 40 and 42
      Commando and 3 Para – in fact, ‘scrounging’ it from any place we could find – and trying to get the right balance
      of weapons. And the men had to be welded together as a fighting unit.
    


    
      In the evenings, after participating in the PT sessions, a small group of us would find a lecture room and talk
      tactics. It usually consisted of myself, Fred Cummings, Bill Trollope and the other Troop
      commanders of J Company, Colin Beadon and Tony Hornby, alongside Bill Muir and all the Troop sergeants. It was
      all a rush, and certainly not ideal preparation for waging war, but we could draw upon our previous experience –
      I had been a company commander in 41 Commando and Bill (Trollope), Colin and Tony had previously been Rifle Troop
      commanders. We were improvising – but determined to make our recently formed J Company work.
    


    
      ‘As our training gathered momentum, life on board the Canberra could be testing’,
      said Marine Graham Evans. ‘I will always remember pounding round the ship on our “troop run”. Four times round
      the promenade deck equalled one mile – and I lost track of the number of times we did that circuit.’ There were
      many other activities in the day, weapon handling and radio procedure, field-craft, survival techniques and
      aircraft recognition, but it was the fitness programme that my Marines would always remember, as lines of
      sweating men stomped around the ship.
    


    
      Medical Assistant Terry Bradford was giving a series of talks on ‘Battlefield First Aid’, warning the men not to
      douse burns from phosphorus grenades or shells with water, because it would make the phosphorus flare up even
      more. Nylon fibre materials should be avoided if at all possible, as the plastic in them would ignite and burn
      right through to the bone. Bradford put across these grim instructions clearly, concisely and with authority.
    


    
      Terry Bradford had been one of the last to join our Naval Party 8901 as we embarked upon our training at Poole.
      The previous Medical Assistant had dropped out at the very last minute. ‘Do you want to go to the Falklands?’ his
      commanding officer had asked him. The 21-year-old Bradford was a ‘blue beret’ (non-commando trained), based at
      the Royal Naval Air Station Culdrose at Helston in Cornwall, providing medical back-up to its Search and Rescue
      squadron of helicopters. Terry, recently promoted to Leading Medical Assistant (LMA), and even more recently
      engaged to a nurse, Claire, was due a draft. He wanted an hour to think about the offer, for he had no idea where
      the Islands were. ‘Come on’, the officer intervened, disingenuously. ‘No-one turns down the possibility of a year
      in the sun.’
    


    
      There would not be much sunshine for Bradford. At Poole he improved his fitness, taking part in abseiling and
      canoeing activities. And once we had reached the Falkland Islands, he conducted himself with courage in the
      battle for Stanley, even though he had little training in the use of a rifle. We expected heavy casualties as we
      pulled back, section by section, towards Government House and Terry manned an ambulance at White City, on the
      outskirts of the Falklands’ capital, ready to take the wounded straight to the operating
      theatre at the King Edward Hospital. He remained in this exposed position even as Argentinian Amtracks approached
      along Airport Road.
    


    
      Undeterred by his experience, Bradford was now returning to the Falklands as the South Atlantic winter
      approached. And when J Company formed up he immediately became the Company medic (all the other companies had
      two; we would just have the one). His bravery was remarkable – and I would later recommend him for a decoration.
    


    
      Former members of Naval Party 8901 – especially those who had done a full year’s tour of service – were busy
      telling fellow Marines about what they should expect ashore, warning that the main problem was not the cold but
      the perpetual wetness, advising as many layers of clothing as possible and, crucially, to always keep one pair of
      socks dry, in a polythene bag during the day and only worn in the sleeping bag at night. If this was not done,
      ‘trench foot’ (a disabling condition similar to frostbite, and one not generally seen since World War One) would
      almost inevitably occur.
    


    
      Marine Graham Evans recalled:
    


    
      By mid-May our preparations had become more and more focused and we were only too aware of what we were heading
      towards and the danger we would face. And yet, the atmosphere on the Canberra was
      extraordinary. We would relax in the evening in the bar, in the cinema, cheering and jeering at old war films –
      and listening to the music of our Royal Marines Band. And I will never forget 42 Commando’s adapted version of
      Cliff Richard’s ‘Summer Holiday’.
    


    
      In the 1963 film Cliff Richard had sung this happy refrain whilst driving a red double-decker bus. ‘We’re all
      going on a summer holiday’, he crooned. ‘No more working for a week or two.’ In the 1982 rendition, ‘A Pusser’s
      Holiday’ (Royal Navy slang for ‘Purser’, a ship’s supply officer), the red bus was replaced by the ‘Great White
      Whale’, and the innocent sentiments by ones that were unashamedly vicious. ‘We’re all going to the Malvinas’,
      Marines would bellow heartily. ‘We’re all going to kill a “Spic” or two’. Some of the journalists found the
      lyrics in poor taste (‘a turgid ditty’, according to Robert Fox). But as Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux put it:
      ‘Aggression had to be encouraged, and morale fostered … and we roared out these ghastly threats with gusto … War
      is about generating violence and we had to generate more of it, more quickly, than the other side.’
    


    
      And the Marines of my Naval Party were not ‘going’ to the Falklands, they were returning to them. They wanted to free the Islands from Argentine rule. But
      they also wanted revenge. Revenge for the surprise attack on Moody Brook, which clearly intended to finish us all
      off as we slept. Revenge for the humiliation inflicted on us as we were forced to lie in the road in the battle’s
      aftermath. As Marine Gary Williams put it: ‘We had a point to prove.’ ‘We were all up for this’ added Corporal
      Lou Armour, ‘and no-one wanted to be left out. We were coming back to the Islands to have a fight with some guys
      who had tried to kill us. And – to settle the score – we were going to try and kill a lot of them. They had
      started the war; we intended to finish it.’
    


    
      This is how men bond as war grows closer, and with the return of Corporal York’s section, the addition of Marines
      Steve Chubb and Jock Hunter from the previous year’s NP 8901 and the forging of J Company that bonding was
      all-important. Amidst the broadcasts from Canberra’s Captain Dennis Scott-Masson (who
      steadfastly attempted to retain traces of the liner’s former routine, even as he grappled with the unfamiliar
      problem of how to black out his ship), amidst the supporting-fire exercises, as men trained in the use of
      artillery and mortars, and a host of other practice sessions, amidst the constant running, in relays from dawn to
      dusk – there was the evening camaraderie.
    


    
      Jack Griffiths was a drummer in the Royal Marines Band. His father had served in 42 Commando in the Suez Crisis
      in November 1956 and was one of thirteen Marines killed in the fighting. Jack was born a few months later, and
      was named after the father he would never see or know. His small band of musicians was based in Stonehouse
      Barracks, Plymouth, and was another intended victim of John Nott’s defence cuts. It was a soft target, and the
      Defence Secretary – intent on his economies – may have lacked the imagination to understand how much music can be
      a solace for men going to war. But in April 1982 there was a reprieve – as 3 Commando Brigade’s Band it was
      ordered to accompany the troops on board the Canberra. Royal Marines musicians spend
      years in practice mastering a wide variety of music, and Jack Griffiths and his fellows unstintingly provided
      dance music, accompanied unit sing-songs and even offered a rendition of sea-shanties. As the ship steamed
      towards Ascension Island Griffiths recalled:
    


    
      
        One evening it was the turn of 42 Commando to go up onto the flight deck and listen to us perform a concert.
        The Marines were restive, and a number did not seem very happy at the choice of entertainment, peering sullenly
        over their cans of beer. We began with some familiar tunes, Sunset, and
        Rule Britannia, and the atmosphere thawed a little. We invited the commanding
        officer, Lieutenant Colonel Vaux, to conduct a short piece with the Band. Men began to
        relax and smile. And then we did our finale, a selection which started slowly, quickened and then finished with
        a section of the William Tell Overture, more popularly known as the theme tune from the Lone Ranger.
      


      
        The whole Commando went wild. Some Marines began jumping up and down; others piggy-backed across the flight
        deck, in mock horse race style. Once order had been restored, the Lieutenant Colonel thanked the Band, saying
        he heartily wished he could send his men ashore this very night to fight the Argentines.
      

    


    
      As we sailed south towards the Falklands, on-deck concerts had become a thing of the past. The weather was
      getting colder and the winds stronger, rising in force, suddenly dropping off to nothing, then coming in from
      another direction – something unique to the South Atlantic. But Griffiths and his fellow musicians still managed
      to entertain us, busking round the Messes, and giving bravura ten-minute recitals, before moving on to another
      bar. Their appearance always lifted our spirits.
    


    
      Each day, the skies were growing darker and the sea becoming increasingly dull and heavy. Air-raid drills and
      lifeboat assemblies were called with increasing frequency. Machine guns looked out from the ship’s bridge wings
      and stern. Captain Dennis Scott-Masson recalled:
    


    
      The liner was designed to advertise itself, with enormous windows and masses of light flooding out of them, so
      blacking out the ship was a mammoth task, using miles of black canvas to cover the hundreds of portholes and
      windows. After we left Ascension, there always seemed to be one light – somewhere – shining over the ocean, until
      after a week or so, when we finally became invisible.
    


    
      Marine Graham Evans felt the growing tension. He had done several tours of service on the Islands, had married a
      Falklander and knew many of the people – in Stanley and the outlying settlements – who we would be fighting for.
      He picked up a brown, embossed, pocket-sized letter book. On its cover, ‘Canberra’ was inscribed in neat gilt
      letters. Inside, the pages were arranged under ‘Events and Places Visited’. But Evans had a rather different
      purpose for it: he wanted to keep a campaign diary. Within days we would be approaching our landing site – at
      Port San Carlos.
    


    
      The selection of any beachhead for a major amphibious landing is inevitably a complicated process. From
      mid-April, a variety of landing sites had been looked at, both on East and West Falkland.
      Those on West Falkland were eventually abandoned, and sites relatively close to Stanley considered. These in turn
      were rejected, as they were within range of Argentine artillery in and around the Falklands’ capital and only a
      few minutes’ flying time from their infantry reserves. By early May attention had shifted to Port San Carlos, on
      the western side of East Falkland, which had sheltered waters and beaches highly suitable for a landing. It would
      mean a big build-up of supplies and logistical arrangements and a long trek to Stanley, but for Brigadier Julian
      Thompson its main advantage was the possibility of putting troops ashore at night, with no strong enemy ground
      forces nearby. The surrounding high ground – an obstacle to Argentine air attack – could then be manned by
      batteries of air-defence missiles.
    


    
      On 13 May, in an ‘Orders Group’ on board HMS Fearless Brigadier Thompson confirmed
      both the destination and the order of the landing. Four fighting units (2 and 3 Para, 40 and 45 Commando) would
      establish a perimeter around the high ground under cover of darkness. Rapier ant-aircraft batteries would be
      lifted to selected positions and helicopter and landing craft would then ferry men and equipment to designated
      beaches. 42 Commando would be held in reserve on board the Canberra for up to four
      days, on instant notice to move forward. It was the largest amphibious operation undertaken by Britain since
      Suez, and the instructions were so clear that at the end of the briefing there was not one single query.
    


    
      Our understanding of what we would be up against was patchy. We knew that Argentine forces outnumbered us by
      about 2:1 (a sobering statistic in itself for an attacking force) with the majority of the troops concentrated in
      and around Stanley. SAS and SBS patrols were now ashore on the Falkland Islands, and gaining further intelligence
      on the enemy’s dispositions. We had a reasonably good picture of his defences around the Falklands’ capital,
      where Argentina had steadily reinforced its garrison. General Osvaldo Garcia – who had appeared briefly in
      Stanley on 2 April – had now returned to Comodoro Rivadavia, leaving Major General Mario Menendez in command of
      all fighting forces on the Falklands. The junta’s aim was to build up an overwhelming superiority in men and
      equipment, much of which was brought in by Hercules transport aircraft.
    


    
      It remains a source of considerable frustration to me that we were not able to crater the runway of Stanley’s
      Airport on 1 April 1982, the day before the invasion, as we had wanted to do. Naval Party 8901 did not possess
      any such explosives. We only had small, conically shaped ‘beehive charges’, whose downward facing blast helped
      with digging trenches in soil, but would have made no impression whatsoever on the runway,
      whose 300mm of crushed stone, on a sand base, was then surfaced with 100mm of asphalt and overlaid in concrete.
      As has already been related, to acquire explosives of sufficient strength, we had to put a request through – via
      the Governor – to the Falkland Islands’ Department of Works. When we did so, on the afternoon of 1 April, we were
      told it would take at least three to four days to put the charges in place. And that, for the Governor, was that.
      Such was Falklands’ protocol.
    


    
      This particular Gordian Knot could have been cut if the British government had ordered Rex Hunt to destroy the
      runway, and allow the Royal Marines to requisition the explosives to carry out its instructions, once it knew an
      Argentine attack was imminent. Yet Lord Carrington only did so, in rather hesitant fashion, at 6.30am Falklands
      Time on 2 April, with the invasion already underway, and his telegram never in fact arrived.
    


    
      The Foreign Office later briefed Rex Hunt, after his return to the United Kingdom, to state – in a meeting with
      the Leader and Deputy Leader of the Labour Opposition, Michael Foot and Denis Healey – that there was ‘no
      demolition equipment’ on the Falklands capable of cratering the runway, disregarding the existence of the working
      quarry at Mary Hill, just west of Stanley’s Airport. This created the misleading impression that the Governor
      lacked the necessary explosives to carry out the task, Denis Healey stating to the House: ‘When the invasion was
      known to be imminent, no steps were taken to crater the runway – and I am told that no explosives were available
      for that purpose.’ In fact, they had been stockpiled by the Falklands Department of Works but were not released
      to us.
    


    
      A report to the Chiefs of Staff Committee on 8 April 1982 had warned that the undamaged runway at Stanley would
      allow the Argentines to land C130 Hercules transports carrying a 17,000kg load, and to do so at a rate of twelve
      aircraft a day. This meant that the enemy could unload 200 tons of equipment and stores every 24 hours. If the
      British government had given its instructions earlier, as it should have, the runway could have been put out of
      action (whatever its subsequent claims to the contrary), slowing the speed of the Argentine invasion and, equally
      important (with the Maritime Exclusion Zone in place by 12 April), impeding the enemy’s rapid build-up of men and
      equipment in its aftermath.
    


    
      There was a worrying gap in our intelligence around the Argentine’s artillery capacity. It was not known whether
      they had brought to the Falklands any 155mm guns, which could outrange our L118 light field gun and fire a much
      heavier shell (many of the casualties suffered by 3 Para on Mount Longdon would be a result
      of the heavy shelling of one of these weapons alone). And when I asked in one briefing session whether it was
      known if Argentinian gunners had the help of radar surveillance equipment like the American ‘Green Archer’ (which
      could help locate enemy artillery positions from the discharge of their shells) the response was: ‘We don’t think
      they have much sophisticated targeting equipment’. In fact their field night vision aids and signals intercept
      equipment turned out to be rather good.
    


    
      Nor did we know how many Super Etendard strike fighters, capable of carrying Exocet missiles, the Argentines had
      at their air base at Rio Grande, in Tierra del Fuego. But there was no use, as the Falklands grew ever closer,
      wondering about the imponderables. Whilst the press oscillated from crude jingoism to scepticism about our
      weaponry, our cardinal principle for commanding men in battle was realistic, purposeful, positive leadership. Our
      Marines and Paratroopers were superbly trained, and as the ceaseless pummelling of Canberra’s decks testified, up for the fight.
    


    
      And so Operation Sutton, the codename for the amphibious landing, drew ever closer. The order was given for each
      Marine to pack his kit (some 130lb of it). Lieutenant Colonel NickVaux spoke to 42 Commando in the Passenger
      Lounge, reminding us of our morale, comradeship and professionalism. At 10.00pm on 20 May the Canberra made its final approach to the Islands. The ship anchored at Fanning Head, 7 miles
      north-west of Port San Carlos. HMS Antrim and HMS Plymouth laid down a heavy bombardment of the shoreline, whilst the Intrepid, Norland and Fearless began disembarking troops onto the
      LCUs. The first British forces waded ashore shortly before 4.00am on 21 May. With the coastline secure, the
      Canberra, surrounded by a flotilla of assault ships, took up anchorage in the heart
      of San Carlos Water.
    


    
      I had visited Port San Carlos once before, on the Endurance, on 12 April 1971 – the
      so-called ‘Royal Tour’ – as we took the Governor to the outlying settlements of the Falklands. On that occasion,
      as the sun rose over San Carlos Water, I had thought to myself: ‘How tranquil everything is!’ The morning of 21
      May also began with brilliant sunshine, a sparkling, calm sea and a cloudless sky. However, the waters did not
      remain peaceful for very long. Once the enemy’s aircraft discovered our presence they would be nicknamed ‘Bomb
      Alley’. And as we stayed put on the ‘Great White Whale’, 42 Commando became a most inviting target.
    


    
      Captain Scott-Masson took up the story:
    


    
      As daylight came, an Argentine Pucara flew into San Carlos Water firing its cannon at us. This was our baptism of
      fire … we’d just anchored and I was on the bridge, but he turned away before getting to us, and didn’t score any
      hits. But he obviously reported that we were there, and it wasn’t long before the first air attack arrived. The
      ship was enormous, with its glistening white hull dwarfing every other vessel around.
    


    
      In any amphibious operation the troop carriers are the most vulnerable and the Canberra was 45,000 tons, and the height-of-eye on the bridge was 110ft, one of the highest in
      the world. And the air assault was now relentless.
    


    
      Air Raid Warning Red was broadcast. We were in the immediate attack area. The tannoy announcements began: ‘Take
      cover!’, ‘Take cover!’ Machine-gunners were ordered to the upper decks – but the protection they offered was
      flimsy.
    


    
      The whole of J Company was crammed together in the Crystal Bar, surrounded by large windows from deck to deck
      head, criss-crossed with black masking tape to try and stop the fragmentation of the glass, and with net curtains
      pulled close for the same reason. All the furniture was pushed to the sides of the room, with a hundred or so
      Marines squashed together in the middle. We were on the ground, on our stomachs, with no reasonable shelter,
      trying to get as far away from the windows, trying to wriggle into the piles of the carpet.
    


    
      As the first attacks came in, the whole ship reverberated at every near miss. It was like sitting inside an empty
      oil drum being violently kicked. The drill was to lie down with our boot soles facing the likely direction of the
      blast, and with our hands on our steel helmets. Only J Company was still short of equipment and there were not
      enough steel helmets to go around. I had chosen to go without.
    


    
      Rumours about our possible disembarkation were flying around, although they seemed to change every five minutes.
      And we still thought our landing might be opposed. When it appeared that most of J Company were about to go, but
      Bill Aspinall and some of the Company HQ would remain behind, he kindly offered me his helmet: ‘If you are
      landing Boss’, he said, ‘you will need it more than I will.’
    


    
      The bombing continued at twenty minutes intervals. Explosions boomed around us, machine guns crackled, the ship
      lurched and shook to the detonations in the water. It was a grim situation, and Royal Marines’ banter kicked in.
      ‘What’s wrong Boss?’ Troop Sergeant Bill Muir asked solicitously. ‘I’ve only had this helmet for a few seconds
      and I’ve managed to lose it!’ I exclaimed. Aspinall’s voice piped up behind me. ‘I said on
      landing Boss’. With another attack coming in, and no further orders given, he had
      taken it back.
    


    
      Lieutenant Bill Trollope noted in deceptively calm fashion: ‘The clear blue sky presented ideal conditions for
      enemy air strikes – and they were not long in coming … We all prayed that we might get off the ship as soon as
      possible.’ For the time being, the warships seemed to be drawing the fire of the Argentine attackers – but how
      long would that last? There was an hour-long break in communications between the Canberra and the Fearless, and then, to our considerable relief,
      Lieutenant Colonel Vaux managed to get through to Brigadier Thompson. Thompson ordered us to disembark as quickly
      as possible. We were put on immediate stand-by, and shortly after 2.30pm four landing craft came into view.
    


    
      And so we moved to the loading bay with our kit, taking up Assault Stations in the Atlantic Dining Room, a drill
      we had practised again and again at Ascension. When the landing craft reached the hatch the crewman yelled out
      the instruction ‘Step!’ We clambered on board. For Marine Steve Chubb, the fifteen minute voyage on the LCU which
      followed, with a field of view limited solely to the patch of sky above his head, ‘seemed to last an eternity’.
      But miraculously the sky stayed clear of enemy aircraft. At 3.00pm the vehicle gate dropped and we rushed through
      the sea water and onto the sand and clumps of tussock grass beyond it. We had reached the beachhead. A proud and
      grateful J Company was finally ashore.
    


    
      Journalist Derek Hudson of the Yorkshire Post witnessed our arrival: ‘Major Mike
      Norman was a splendid sight to see when he burst into view’, Hudson wrote. ‘He had been looking forward to this,
      charging ahead with a determined look on his craggy features which did not bode well for anyone in his way … ’.
      Such is journalistic licence. I was simply grateful to be on dry land, with our destiny in my own hands again.
      But what I apparently said to Derek rings true, and speaks for all the Marines of Naval Party 8901: ‘We told the
      Argentine invaders we would return. After an unwelcome interruption of forty-eight days, it is most satisfying to
      be back.’
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 9


    Survival


    
      And so I was on the Falklands once more. We had been expecting to fight our way
      ashore but our landing was unopposed – the Argentinian forces in the vicinity had already been put to flight. And
      to my surprise, one of the first enemy prisoners brought in was wearing Marines’ kit from Moody Brook. Sergeant
      Martin Colque of C Company of the Argentinian 25th Infantry Regiment appeared wrapped in a Royal Marines pullover
      with the stripes of a Colour Sergeant sewn onto it. It had belonged to Bill Aspinall (promoted to the higher rank
      of Warrant Officer Class 2 on 1 April 1982, whose old pullover – left in his cabin – had been looted in the
      aftermath of the invasion). He saw no point in taking it back.
    


    
      Falklander John Smith confided to his diary:
    


    
      Wonderful news. The British are ashore at San Carlos, the last place that anyone would have expected them to turn
      up – but they are here. How odd to hear San Carlos mentioned on the world news. Since early this morning reports
      have been on the BBC of something big happening … Troops have now landed in substantial numbers.
    


    
      ‘The Marines are now at the heart of an endeavour of supreme importance’, the Globe and
      Laurel wrote. ‘More than half the total Corps is deployed in the operation … and the first reports have
      come in from the Force deploying around San Carlos Water. The landing is proceeding according to plan … and
      everyone is fulfilling their calling. The Royal Marines are returning to the Falklands.’
    


    
      However, at the time there was little opportunity for reflection. We were on ‘Green Beach’, close to the
      settlement of Port San Carlos (where 3 Para had already landed); further to the south, on opposite sides of San
      Carlos Water, 45 Commando had established themselves at ‘Red Beach’, close to Ajax Bay, and 40 Commando and 2
      Para on ‘Blue Beach’ by San Carlos.
    


    
      Brigadier Julian Thompson now wanted 42 Commando to pursue the enemy, although not moving beyond the range of our
      protective artillery fire. It was vital that the landing was consolidated. ‘The first task we were ordered to deal with concerned about forty Argentinians who had left Port San Carlos in a hurry’,
      wrote Lieutenant Bill Trollope in his action report. ‘As they were departing they hit two of our Gazelle
      helicopters, and we were told that they had machine gunned the crew of one of them, left helpless in the water’.
    


    
      The opposing force, sixty-two men from the Argentine 12th and 25th Regiments under the command of First
      Lieutenant Carlos Esteban, had been stationed at Fanning Head, at the mouth of San Carlos Water and at Port San
      Carlos. The twenty at Fanning Head had been bombarded by HMS Antrim and then attacked
      by the SBS. Three were wounded, six captured (including Sergeant Colque and his Moody Brook pullover) and the
      remainder had fled.
    


    
      Some of Esteban’s remaining forty-two men had opened fire that morning on a Sea King helicopter and its two
      escorting Gazelles. The pilot of one of the Gazelles, Royal Marine Sergeant Evans, although fatally wounded,
      managed to put his helicopter down in the water, and his crewman, shot at by the enemy, eventually swam to safety
      carrying Evans with him.
    


    
      The mood of my Company – on hearing of the incident – was keen and aggressive. We were already keyed up and ready
      for a fight, and were now ordered to clear The Knob, the promontory east of Port San Carlos, where 3 Para had
      told us the enemy had gone. We did so, but no contact was made with any Argentine forces. Esteban had rapidly
      withdrawn his men eastwards, into the interior, and it was now approaching last light (around 6.00pm). That night
      we were without our sleeping bags, which had failed to reach us because our rucksacks were still on board the
      Canberra.
    


    
      Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux was concerned about possible ‘friendly fire’ incidents in unfamiliar terrain,
      halfway up a bare, exposed slope and vulnerable from all directions, and ordered us to circle up and form a
      ‘waggon train’ formation, with my HQ in the middle. We would only challenge people if they attempted to enter the
      perimeter; otherwise we would keep quiet. In fact, there were no incidents. We huddled and shivered together and
      got what rest we could.
    


    
      Our next assignment was to secure Cerro Montevideo, the ridge of high ground, at an elevation of 286m (936ft)
      north of the mouth of the San Carlos River, about 6%km (4 miles) east of Port San Carlos. This was to protect the
      northern flank of the landing area. We reached it later on 22 May, constructed shell scrapes (shallow trenches
      wide enough for two Marines to lay down side by side) and sangars (shelters made out of pieces of stone or rock)
      and waited for any approach by the enemy. But there was no counter attack by the Argentinians.
    


    
      ‘It was a confusing first day, advancing to contact’, recalled Lieutenant Tony Hornby, ‘for at the beginning we
      suffered a bit from not having worked together beforehand, but within forty-eight hours everything had clicked.
      The Marines were motivated and utterly professional.’
    


    
      For the majority of my men in 10 Troop – who had spent their brief few days in the Falklands in and around
      Stanley – this was to be their first experience of ‘the Camp’. There was no such thing as a straightforward
      march. The ground underfoot was boggy and there were few landmarks for reference or natural depressions to give
      cover. There were few tracks of any sort, navigation was difficult and distances covered were over rugged,
      treacherous ground, where rock runs – cascades of stones and boulders (some of which were twice the size of a
      Marine) – deep bogs and tough clumps of tussock grass, were set amongst barren, treeless ridges and valleys.
    


    
      Corporal Paul Rounding had been in the Operations Room in Government House during the Argentine invasion. He was
      now second-in-command of 1 Section, 10 Troop, under Corporal Lou Armour. Rounding recalled the next few days.
      ‘Events blurred together – digging trenches, watching the enemy aircraft attacking the shipping in the sound. On
      a couple of occasions Argentine planes flew low over our positions, but too quickly to get any machine-gun rounds
      off.’ As the Skyhawks turned and dived they were momentarily within range, but they were flying far too fast for
      my men to properly aim at them.
    


    
      The major fighting was now taking place between the Royal Navy and the Argentine air force. On 21 May enemy
      aircraft had subjected the ships of the Amphibious Task Group to six hours of attack, at the end of which the
      frigate HMS Ardent, struck repeatedly by Argentine Skyhawks, was abandoned with the
      loss of twenty-two lives. However, during this time our entire force landed, only taking a small number of
      casualties. An air defence screen was established, but the much-vaunted Rapier surface-to-air missiles (a new
      precision weapon whose delicate mechanism had not travelled well) did not provide the ‘impenetrable steel ring’
      promised in our briefings. The enemy made a major mistake in focussing on the warships, which they saw as
      prestige targets, rather than the troop carriers, upon which the success of the entire operation depended.
    


    
      Poor weather on the Argentine mainland grounded most of their aircraft on the 22nd, but on the following day the
      attacks had continued after midday, when conditions improved. From our vantage point, I could see the ships in
      San Carlos Water and Falkland Sound under renewed assault. It was a dramatic experience, for the Argentine planes
      – to protect themselves from our air defence missiles – were using the high ground to shield
      their approach, as Corporal Rounding remembered, and more and more frequently accelerated right over us.
    


    
      The fight grew in intensity. Marine Steve Chubb was now a rifleman in 3 Section. He recalled:
    


    
      On the afternoon of 23 May there were near continuous air attacks as the Argentine strikes on the beachhead began
      again, with even greater ferocity. We could see Mirages and Skyhawks swooping in low over San Carlos Water. From
      time to time our Rapiers would claim a hit – to loud cheers from all of us dug in on the ridge.
    


    
      At the end of the day HMS Antelope had also been sunk, but in return we had
      destroyed, over the two days of attacks, thirteen enemy aircraft. Only one was in fact brought down by a
      surface-to-air missile. Ten fell victim to our Sea Harriers; the other two were downed by anti-aircraft fire.
    


    
      ‘At least most of the sleeping bags and bergens [rucksacks] have arrived!’ Marine Graham Evans wrote. There were
      problems with our rucksacks in the constant rain, as the material held the water and then, as temperatures
      dropped at night, froze, becoming stiff and uncomfortable. But at least their contents, including rations and
      ammunition, were with us again.
    


    
      It was the Falklands’ autumn and on our encampment at Cerro Montevideo there was a steady wind blowing in from
      the west, which at times increased to gusts of more than 40mph. ‘When we landed on the beach, the weather had
      seemed reasonable enough’, Steve Chubb remarked, ‘but those of us with experience of the Islands knew that on the
      higher ground conditions would be different.’ They were. We were at an elevation of nearly a thousand feet, and
      temperatures plummeted at night, dropping below -5 degrees Celsius. On our desolate ridge top, two Marines at a
      time took turns on watch, weapons were cleaned and gear sorted.
    


    
      Royal Marines have a high level of fitness, are used to challenging conditions and, in 1982, the majority had
      been trained in Arctic warfare. Despite the difficulties, the men remained cheerful. As Marine Cook of 11 Troop,
      J Company said: ‘At Cerro Montevideo we changed from being clean, neat and tidy into the reverse – but we were
      gaining invaluable experience of being in the field.’ Experience in the field meant bettering our chances of
      beating the Argentines, and with that in mind, Graham Evans wrote simply: ‘Morale is excellent!’
    


    
      We were well served by our camouflage-patterned windproof jackets, which were densely woven as a protection
      against wind chill, but did not absorb much water and dried rapidly in a breeze. But I noticed that our
      web-patterned belts and pouches were soaking up the moisture, becoming increasingly inflexible and uncomfortable.
      And the material used for our general service boots was of poor quality. It let the water in, and then kept it in
      (we would find that many of the Argentines, in contrast, had genuine thick leather boots). But the conditions
      would have been a test for any footwear.
    


    
      We had had a ‘wet landing’ which meant that we were immersed in cold water up to our knees. On Cerro Montevideo
      everyone’s feet were wet and cold. My greatest concern was the appearance of ‘trench foot’, for it posed a real
      threat to us. A man might be up for the fight and determined to keep going, but he would be unable to do so if he
      could not walk properly. Marine John Alden was one of the first victims. ‘Alden – in an exposed machine-gun
      position – suffered quite badly and was CASAVACED [casualty evacuation from the front line] to the RAP
      [Regimental Aid Post]’, Bill Trollope noted. ‘He was able – after a few days rest and warmth – to re-join the
      Troop, but his feet continued to cause him much discomfort throughout the whole campaign.’
    


    
      At the beginning, I was unfamiliar with the symptoms. But they were worrying enough. For Alden, numbness set in,
      followed by a painful sensation – akin to an electric shock – running up his leg from his toes. Within days, his
      feet had swollen to such a degree that it was difficult either to put his boots on, or – when he found it
      necessary to sleep with them on – to tie up the laces. As he put his full weight on them in the morning he found
      the pain almost unbearable for the first few minutes and then, after exercise, it was replaced by numbness. Here
      was a warning for the future.
    


    
      We spent three days on Cerro Montevideo. At the end of that time Brigadier Julian Thompson commented: ‘A visit to
      42 Commando convinced me that it was achieving nothing outside the beachhead perimeter’. On 24 May the men were
      brought back to Port San Carlos in what I thought was a remarkable feat of improvisation. With helicopters in
      short supply, our Marines – carrying their packs and extra equipment – did not have enough time to move back off
      the ridge and across the valley to the air defences of Port San Carlos during the hours of darkness (which by
      late May lasted about fourteen hours). ‘The thought of400 or so heavily laden troops moving across exposed ground
      in daylight nagged at me continuously’, remembered Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux.
    


    
      Major Ewen Southby-Tailyour now had the inspired idea of moving the entire Commando back by landing craft along
      the San Carlos River, which ran directly under Cerro Montevideo. The winding river had only
      just enough depth for the two large craft we would be using. But it offered the opportunity to move 42 Commando
      in two night-time ‘lifts’. Southby- Tailyour described the operation’s beginning:
    


    
      At 9.00pm I gave the orders to proceed up the San Carlos River. It was a dark, clear night with a south-westerly
      breeze; there was no moon but just enough starlight to show the kelp patches … For the first mile or so we kept a
      fairly constant eight knots; as far as could be judged we kept the LCUs in the middle of the river in the hope
      that we would find sufficient water … We hugged a spit of sand around Salt Point and then I ordered ‘Full Ahead’…
      . And then, about half a mile away, a single, steady red light was just visible … Through my night-time goggles I
      could see 42 Commando in all-round defence guarding their private beachhead .The LCUs lowered their ramps; there
      was a slight water gap, but the men filed on board in quiet, orderly fashion whilst their Sergeant Majors called
      out roll calls in the darkness.
    


    
      It was a very wet embarkation, but a striking achievement nonetheless. Nick Vaux added: ‘I was particularly
      pleased by the quiet efficiency by which the move was achieved.’
    


    
      We were pulled back to the area of Port San Carlos settlement where we awaited further orders. The weather was
      growing colder and it was raining almost constantly. The following day we were told to dig in on a steep slope
      above the settlement. The gradient was so sharp that after eight hours’ work we still had not completed the task,
      one problem being that those above sent a continuous stream of rocks tumbling upon the half-constructed trenches
      below. It would take thirty-six hours to finish it. That night we were accommodated in the sheep-shearing shed.
    


    
      Around us were the inhabitants of Port San Carlos. ‘The Islanders are a hardy race, in mind and body’ Major Ewen
      Southby-Tailyour remarked. ‘All around Brigade HQchildren are playing, “helping” to dig slit trenches, laying out
      turf blocks to form parapets around the sprouting defensive positions and, by their innocence, aiding morale.’
    


    
      Former members of Naval Party 8901 greeted those they had known from their tours of service. For Lieutenant
      Colonel Nick Vaux, Port San Carlos looked exactly as it had been described in briefings, but those briefings took
      on greater reality when he saw his radio operator, Corporal John Adams, in animated conversation with one of the
      locals. Adams’s strong identification with the Falklands (he was in NP 8901, 1974–5, marrying
      one of the Islanders) was felt by all his fighting comrades.
    


    
      Captain Ian Gardiner of 45 Commando had a similar experience when his men reached the small settlement of
      Douglas.
    


    
      The Argentines had treated the people roughly locking them up in a schoolhouse for several days, ransacking their
      property and eating much of their food … Their joy and gratitude at our arrival was very touching, and for
      Lieutenant Phil Witcombe, who had served in the Royal Marines detachment on the Islands some years before
      [1979–80], it was an opportunity to meet old friends.
    


    
      Gardiner had been brought up on a farm in Ayrshire, and was struck by how similar the inhabitants were to the
      people of his childhood. ‘For many Marines this was a pivotal moment’, he concluded. ‘Hitherto, the underlying
      reasons for our deployment were to some extent academic, but this contact dispelled any residual notion that the
      Falklanders were not really British. We were proud to have liberated them.’
    


    
      Falklander Terry Peck had now arrived in Port San Carlos. A former Chief of Police and member of the Legislative
      Council, he had been one of the first – alongside Captain Ian Martin of NP 8901 – to challenge the Condor
      hijackers who had landed on Stanley’s Racecourse on 28 September 1966. Fiercely patriotic, Peck signed up as
      Special Constable on the eve of the Argentine invasion, and in its aftermath, after spying on Argentine military
      installations, he had been living rough in the ‘Camp’. Peck now provided intelligence on Argentine dispositions
      in Stanley, organised local farmers and their vehicles to help with transport and finally – at the age of 43 –
      volunteered to be a guide for D Company, 3rd Battalion Parachute Regiment.
    


    
      Around 8km (5 miles) south-west of Port San Carlos, a mass of provisions and equipment was being unloaded at Ajax
      Bay. The cluster of buildings had been set up as a refrigeration plant in the 1950s, but later abandoned; it was
      now the main supply depot for 3 Commando Brigade. It had originally been intended to keep the bulk of the
      logistics afloat, putting supplies ashore when and where they were needed. But our lack of air superiority meant
      there was simply too much risk for our logistic ships. So the stores were offloaded instead.
    


    
      Brigadier Julian Thompson was now under pressure from Whitehall. ‘There was a political need for us to be seen to
      be doing something … to be seen to be winning’, he observed.
    


    
      The Home Secretary, William Whitelaw, recollected:
    


    
      We were worried that having got a beachhead at San Carlos, we would be stuck there – unable to break out. And
      just to be stuck in a very small area, confined there, would cause all sorts of problems, not least on the
      diplomatic front. If we didn’t get a move on, the proposals for a ceasefire would become stronger – so a breakout
      was very important to us.
    


    
      Whitelaw likened our position to the delayed break-out from the Normandy beaches in 1944. He had fought with
      distinction in that campaign, in the 6th Guards Tank Brigade, and won the Military Cross – but the two situations
      bore little similarity. The crux of the fighting would not take place in the summer in France but in the early
      winter in the Falklands.
    


    
      Politicians have to think of the bigger picture, and our successful landing had – to some extent understandably –
      increased the pressure for a swift conclusion to the campaign. They did not want to lose public support. But as
      Field Marshal Wavell once remarked: ‘It takes little skill or imagination to see where you would like your army to be, and when; it takes much
      knowledge and hard work to know where you can place your forces and whether you can maintain them there. And a
      real knowledge of supply and movement factors must be the basis of every leader’s plan.’ An altogether different
      timetable was about to be pressed upon us by the British government, with only a partial comprehension of the
      logistical challenges we were facing.
    


    
      This period of ‘inactivity’ on the part of the landing force was very much a creation of the media and
      politicians back home. There was a growing mood of frustration in the press – and people were becoming impatient.
      In actual fact there was a great deal of activity going on, but most of it was logistics – necessary, indeed
      vital, before any offensive action got underway. ‘By this time [25 May] the Atlantic
      Conveyor had been destroyed by an Exocet missile along with all but one of the Chinook heavy lift
      helicopters she had been carrying’, Marine Steve Chubb remarked, ‘and this was to slow the movement of men,
      supplies and equipment considerably.’
    


    
      Chubb was right. You cannot move out from a beachhead until you have built up all your supplies. The 25th May
      marked the last concerted effort by the Argentines to disrupt the landings in San Carlos Water, with numerous air
      attacks against the vessels there. All of them were unsuccessful. Our Sea Harriers carried out sixty-three
      sorties, the highest number made during the entire campaign. But off West Falkland, the destroyer HMS
      Coventry was sunk, and in the Carrier Battle Group, which had
      been brought by Admiral Sandy Woodward to a position some 80 miles north-west of Stanley, the container ship
      Atlantic Conveyor was destroyed in an Exocet missile strike by Argentine Super
      Etendards.
    


    
      The Atlantic Conveyor was planning to sail into San Carlos Water under the cover of
      nightfall to unload a vital cargo of Wessex and Chinook helicopters, which were to be used to transport the
      troops for the next phase of the campaign. When the ship sank, ten helicopters were lost (six Wessex, three
      Chinook and one Lynx) and a vast quantity of stores, including bombs, ammunition, hospital tents, food, cooking
      and laundry equipment. 3 Commando Brigade were now dependent on supplies already in possession of the troops or
      those yet to be unloaded from nearby ships. And much of the advance would now have to be conducted on foot rather
      than by air.
    


    
      The Chinook helicopters were intended to be the workhorses of 3 Commando’s advance. A Chinook can carry up to 55
      men, or 10 tons of mixed cargo, the equivalent of 192 rounds of 105mm artillery ammunition. One Chinook
      (popularly known as ‘Bravo November’ after its code letters ‘BN’) was aloft at the time of the Argentine attack,
      delivering supplies to other vessels, and managed to land on the Hermes, remaining
      available for future operations. But this was a hammer blow to the organisation of the campaign.
    


    
      Brigadier Thompson now needed more time to establish logistical support for the units which would have to march
      over the mountains to Stanley. But Whitehall had other ideas. On the afternoon of 26 May Thompson was called from
      San Carlos to the secure line at the Satellite Communications Centre at Ajax. It was CINCFLEET at Northwood. He
      was told – in unequivocal terms – to move out from the beachhead immediately, an order that must have been
      approved by the Prime Minister herself. 2 Para would advance some 24km (15 miles) southwards to Darwin and Goose
      Green. The following morning 45 Commando would set out eastwards, for Douglas and then Teal Inlet, with 3 Para
      taking a different route to the same objective. ‘Plainly the people at the back-end were getting restless’,
      Julian Thompson observed.
    


    
      3 Commando Brigade would now be marching – or in Royal Marines’ parlance ‘yomping’ – towards Stanley, with all
      the difficulties that entailed, and former members of Naval Party 8901 once more showed their worth. Lieutenant
      John Thurman, who had been second-in-command of the 1981–2 detachment, was now attached to 2 Para as it advanced,
      on foot, to Goose Green, to provide local knowledge. As Brigadier Thompson remarked: ‘Thurman had spent much of
      his time in the Falkland Islands walking from settlement to settlement and knew the routes
      to, and layout of, many of them very well.’
    


    
      On the morning of 27 May 45 Commando ‘yomped’ past our position. Marine Steve Chubb said a hurried farewell to a
      number of his friends as they were setting out. ‘Don’t worry’, they told Chubb cheerfully, ‘we have been well
      briefed by “Figgy” Duff!’ The Commando intended to follow almost exactly the same route that Corporal Neil Duff
      and his companions had taken in their own ‘yomp’ from Port San Carlos to Stanley at the beginning of March 1982.
    


    
      However, I was concerned about how much they were carrying. Everything, including support weapons, had been
      man-packed, each load weighing at least 100lb, and in some cases considerably more. It was 20 miles to the
      settlement at Douglas, over rough terrain. I turned to Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux, who was standing next to me,
      and said: ‘I don’t think they will make it with that amount on their backs.’ The Commando did indeed jettison
      equipment, lightening the weight, after the first day’s march (using their BVs to ferry the heavy loads forward
      instead).
    


    
      At our ‘Orders Group’ on the evening of 27 May Nick Vaux announced that 2 Para’s attack was going in that night.
      ‘Yes’, I told him, ‘it has just been confirmed by the BBC!’ My Signals Sergeant had picked up the BBC World
      Service. Incredibly, the newsreader had announced that 2 Para ‘were poised to assault Darwin and Goose Green’.
      The Argentinians, once they had recovered from their amazement, took the opportunity to fly in reinforcements.
    


    
      On 28 May, after three days of digging, we finally got our slit trenches in good order. We would scarcely use
      them. ‘It soon became apparent that something was in the air’, Lieutenant Bill Trollope wrote. ‘Rumours were
      flying around, but their content was constantly changing.’ From our Brigade radio links we were picking up
      snatches of 2 Para’s increasingly desperate battle as they pushed down the narrow isthmus from Darwin to Goose
      Green. When Lieutenant Colonel Herbert ‘H’ Jones, their commanding officer, was killed, I was told that J Company
      was on an hour’s stand-by.
    


    
      That afternoon 2 Para (now under the command of Major Chris Keeble) fought on, with extraordinary resilience and
      determination. They lacked air support (poor weather at sea had grounded the Harriers) and naval gunfire support
      (HMS Arrow’s firing system was down) and their own artillery and mortars had run out
      of ammunition. Nonetheless, they had destroyed Goose Green’s school house, captured the airfield and forced the
      Argentines to withdraw to a tight perimeter defence around the settlement. But the battle was not yet over.
    


    
      That evening marked the first day of central feeding at Port San Carlos and I happily arrived for a hot meal at
      5.30pm. The food was being served in an improvised canteen, in the shearing shed, and I joined the back of the
      queue – my mess tin at the ready – for a hot stew. An appetising portion had just been doled out to me when 42
      Commando’s Operations Officer, Captain Ian McNeill, suddenly appeared at my side and said: ‘J Company –
      helicopter lift in twenty minutes!’ For a few moments, with my food ready to eat, I struggled to comprehend the
      order. ‘But we are on an hour’s standby’, I responded, a little plaintively. ‘Eighteen minutes!’ Ian McNeill
      added helpfully. I emptied the contents of my mess tin into the rubbish bin and announced the news to my men.
    


    
      We were to leave our rucksacks behind and proceed in fighting order to reinforce 2 Para. And as the Paras’ mortar
      team had run out of ammunition, we would be their ‘mules’. Each of us was given two 81mm mortar rounds, which we
      would carry with the rest of our kit. As we gathered at the Chopper Pad, four Sea King helicopters were waiting.
      Our destination was Camilla Creek House, a deserted shepherd’s house around 13km (8 miles) north of Darwin, and
      17km (10% miles) from Goose Green. Camilla Creek House was now 2 Para’s Rear HQ and when I reached it I would
      receive a further briefing.
    


    
      In fact, only one helicopter landed 11 Troop at Camilla Creek House as planned, the other three put the rest of
      the Company down several miles short of it, in a variety of locations. In the fading light it took me some forty
      minutes to find the remainder of my men and eventually we all re-assembled at the house. We unloaded the mortar
      ammunition and I announced myself: ‘J Company, 42 Commando – where do you want us?’ An exhausted-looking
      Paratrooper led me through to a small room inside.
    


    
      I then received a briefing from 2 Para’s Signals Officer. As he relayed troop dispositions, I saw the strain
      etched on his face. He turned his head towards me, the loss of his leader still vivid in his mind. ‘The commander
      is dead, the commander is down’, he said simply. A tear ran down his face. In that moment, I felt the anguish of
      that savage battle. Then he pulled himself together and carried on.
    


    
      I was put through to Major Chris Keeble, the officer now in command of 2 Para, on the radio. Keeble was calm and
      resolute. He had informed Brigade HQ that he needed more artillery and another fighting Company He told me that
      he wanted us at his Battalion HQ, in the Gorse Gully by Darwin Hill, just before first light.
    


    
      It was around 8.30pm. J Company now prepared for its night move. A fine rain was falling. Chris Keeble had
      assured me that the track we were to use was clear, but I was concerned about Argentine
      stragglers and warned the men to stay vigilant as conditions became more difficult. ‘It soon became pitch black,
      so black it was difficult to see the guy in front of me’, Corporal Rounding remembered. ‘I collided with another
      Marine – I had no sense of where I was. We struggled on, up a slope, as the rain began to fall steadily.’
    


    
      We proceeded cautiously. As we approached 2 Para’s Battalion HQ I was worried about the risk of a ‘friendly fire’
      incident, and two hours before dawn, I decided to halt and wait until first light near Darwin Cemetery, about
      200m short of the Gorse Gully. It was impossible to dig in on a feature the locals aptly named ‘Iron Hill’ – it
      was solid rock. So we took what cover we could. ‘Our long yomp was broken up by a two hour “shiver session” where
      we huddled together – in a heap – in the freezing rain’, said Marine Cook of 11 Troop.
    


    
      Chris Keeble came through on the radio, wanting to know where we were. I claimed to have misunderstood his
      instructions (hearing ‘before dawn’ as ‘at dawn’). In
      reality, I had not wanted to risk my men’s lives by approaching his HQ in darkness, knowing how much his Paras
      were likely to be on edge, having just fought a desperate battle. At daybreak we moved forward again, over the
      low-lying hills, passing through their First Aid Post, set in a gully off Darwin Hill.
    


    
      It was like a World War One film set. In the half-light, the gorse bushes were still burning – set alight by
      tracer rounds and phosphorus grenades – and the peat underneath was also smouldering. The place was shrouded in
      smoke. At first, it was hard to make anything out. And then a ghastly picture came into focus. ‘There was blood
      everywhere’, Rounding recalled, ‘scattered medical supplies – and what looked like a couple of dead men under a
      poncho.’ We slowed our pace, following a trail of field dressings.
    


    
      It seemed as if the remaining wounded had already been evacuated. In the far corner there was a shadowy blur. For
      a moment, I imagined it was a small group of men, in a huddle, tending one of the casualties. But it was simply
      an effect of the smoke. And then we saw more dead paratroopers, neatly laid out in a line, covered with
      tarpaulins – and all around them piles of bandages. No one spoke. ‘It was a scene I will never forget’, said
      Steve Chubb. ‘We proceeded in total silence.’
    


    
      At the far end of the gully we found the Battalion HQ. It was 8.00am on 29 May. Major Keeble told me he was
      opening communication with the enemy garrison through two Argentine prisoners. He said that he was going to offer
      the remaining Argentines an opportunity to surrender, before taking the fight into the settlement of Goose Green.
      He would threaten to pummel the Argentine position with air strikes and artillery bombardment. And he would warn the opposing commander that he now had an extra bayonet company in place. The extra bayonet
      company was us.
    


    
      Keeble intended to reinforce his surrender offer by a display of firepower. It would take place on a designated
      piece of ground and would be carefully choreographed. A Harrier would make a bomb run. HMS Arrow’s gun (now unjammed) would open up, followed by an artillery salvo. Whilst this was taking
      place, Keeble wanted us out on a section of the airfield, further south, to ensure the Argentinians did not try
      and bring any reinforcements in.
    


    
      And so we moved up to our position. Ahead was Goose Green’s ruined school house, destroyed by the Paras in fierce
      fighting the previous afternoon, and the airfield. The battlefield was emerging in front of us. ‘We marched past
      several dead Argies, up against a fence’, remembered Corporal Rounding. ‘One had been shot in the jaw; another
      had his arm missing. Their uniforms were drenched in blood.’ Many of the Argentine casualties were victims of
      blasts or burns. ‘It was a scene reminiscent of Dante’s Inferno’, said Lieutenant Tony Hornby.
    


    
      Chris Keeble’s firepower demonstration and negotiations went according to plan – and we were not needed as his
      extra bayonet company. After the ferocity of the previous day’s combat, the enemy no longer had any stomach for
      the fight. They surrendered shortly after 9.30am. Eighteen Paratroopers were killed (including Lieutenant Colonel
      ‘H’ Jones) and sixty-four wounded. At the time we thought Argentine casualties amounted to more than 200; in
      fact, 55 were killed and another 114 wounded. To everyone’s astonishment, a further 960 surrendered. A huge pile
      of captured weapons and equipment was stacked in a nearby field. 2 Para had been outnumbered 3:1, with the
      defenders well dug-in and enjoying artillery, mortar and ground attack aircraft support. They had won a
      remarkable victory.
    


    
      2 Para now moved into Goose Green and a little later I gave Marine Graham Evans permission to go and see his
      wife’s family there. He knew the settlers well and they had had a tough time, all 114 of them locked up in the
      main recreation hall, their houses ransacked and property stolen. Graham Evans was relieved to be reunited,
      albeit briefly, with the in-laws he knew and cared about. ‘Went into Goose Green’, he wrote in his diary. ‘Saw
      Fin, Mary, Jacky, Mike, Willie Bowles and family …’. For an hour or so, the rain stopped, and everything was lit
      up with autumnal sunshine. Above the settlement, a rainbow formed in the sky.
    


    
      We were ordered to take up a defence position on the airfield and secure the perimeter. Struck by the enemy’s
      superiority of numbers and the substantial quantity of ammunition he had stockpiled, Chris Keeble wanted
      to forestall any possible Argentine counter attack. By now the weather had well and truly
      broken. It snowed that night, with temperatures dropping well below freezing, and our bergens – containing our
      sleeping bags – still hadn’t caught up with us. We thought that it was cold on Cerro Montevideo, but here it was
      really cold. Steve Chubb remembered:
    


    
      We would line our trenches with a thick layer of tussock grass. Then we put our sleeping mats on top (mats made
      off tough, lightweight foam about a quarter of an inch thick, that could be easily rolled up and carried around
      strapped to our webbing) and covered ourselves with our waterproof ponchos. I found that I could sleep for about
      an hour like this, until my feet got so cold that it woke me up. Then I had to get out and stamp around a bit to
      warm up – and then the process was repeated again. All of this was interspersed with sentry duties of course. It
      was tough, but we were young and fit – and we got used to it.
    


    
      However, I resolved that this would be the last time we would be without our sleeping bags and from now on we
      incorporated them into our marching gear.
    


    
      Our priority was to secure the area around the settlement. On one occasion, 10 Troop set out with a group of
      engineers to inspect Bodie Creek Bridge, an old suspension bridge (built in 1925 – the most southerly suspension
      bridge in the world) which connected the Goose Green peninsula with Lafonia. The structure had fallen into disuse
      many years ago and it was highly unlikely to be used by enemy troops in a surprise attack, although a few
      Argentine prisoners were taken in a camp nearby. They appeared demoralised and did not offer any resistance.
    


    
      We noticed that their boots were better than ours and some of their soldiers had really good equipment. We
      relieved them of about a dozen night-vision binoculars. It was state of the art American kit, used by helicopter
      pilots for night-time flying, and when we tried them out in the darkness we were amazed at their clarity. We also
      recovered diaries and letters that could be put to good intelligence use.
    


    
      An attempt by 12 Troop to investigate an enemy satellite tracking station rumoured to be at Arrow Harbour House
      proved fruitless however. There was nothing there, and they were out on the mission for over fifteen hours. On 2
      June we were replaced by a Company of Gurkhas and we moved into Goose Green.
    


    
      I now told Chris Keeble that we urgently needed to rejoin 42 Commando. I had heard that a Chinook would be
      arriving to transport POWs and requested that we be given first priority for the airlift. Keeble agreed and J
      Company settled down to wait for the helicopter. Soon afterwards, we saw an Argentine prisoner, one of a section
      helping to move ammunition, horrifically injured by one of their own booby-trapped explosive devices. It happened
      right under our noses and was a ghastly thing to witness.
    


    
      Marine Steve Chubb heard a familiar voice calling out. It was Lieutenant John Thurman, who had been
      second-in-command of Chubb’s detachment and was now attached to 2 Para. Chubb recalled:
    


    
      He seemed unusually quiet, as did everyone else there for that matter – but after a while, he became more like
      his old self. We talked for a few minutes about who from NP 8901 was back on the Islands and which units they
      were with. As I got up to leave, Thurman said: ‘Steve, whenever you stop, make sure you dig a hole, quick, so
      that you always have somewhere to take cover. We have been strafed several times by Pucaras [Argentine ground
      attack aircraft] and those things are lethal!’
    


    
      The Chinook appeared and carried the first half of J Company back to Port San Carlos. The pilot assured me he was
      returning for the rest and then flew off in the opposite direction. In the meantime, I discovered that 42
      Commando had moved on to Mount Kent. After gathering up the rest of the company and gaining Lieutenant Roland
      Grant as Company Second-in-Command (Grant was a battle casualty reserve, stationed at Port San Carlos), we
      eventually re-joined them there on 3 June.
    


    
      With the break-out now underway, 42 Commando had wanted to play a full part in it. Mount Kent, at an elevation of
      460m (1,500ft), was a dominating point on East Falkland; it was 30 miles east of Port San Carlos, roughly
      equidistant between the landing area and Stanley. Lieutenant Colonel Mike Rose, commanding officer of 22 SAS, had
      patrols active in the area and they had reported that Mount Kent was only lightly defended. Rose believed that if
      the SAS were supported by a Commando, the mountain could be captured and held. There were obvious dangers. The
      position was deep in enemy territory and weather conditions were worsening. One Royal Marine Company commander,
      Captain Peter Babbington, would describe conditions on the summit as ‘a combination of being inside a wind tunnel
      and a car wash’. But the opportunities it offered were clear.
    


    
      Occupying Mount Kent, and nearby Mount Challenger and Wall Mountain, would put 42 Commando in the driving seat
      for any future offensive. It would be an excellent observation post from which to study the Argentine fixed
      positions, nearer the capital, at Mount Harriet and Two Sisters, and to monitor their activity. And although the
      difficulties of moving up to this point had increased after the sinking of the Atlantic
      Conveyor, with the loss of the Chinook helicopters, we were all aware that Major General Jeremy Moore had
      now arrived in the Falklands with 5 Infantry Brigade. We did not want to be left behind, guarding the landing
      area or positions in the rear, once the crucial battles for Stanley were underway.
    


    
      42 Commando’s K Company had flown out towards Mount Kent on the night of 29 May, but terrible wind conditions –
      katabatic winds, most commonly formed when night-time temperatures rapidly drop and cold air cascades down the
      mountain side – and an accompanying ‘white-out’ (in which a swirling blanket of snow or mist blots out all
      reference points) had forced them to turn back. They took up their position a day later, overlooking a
      horseshoe-shaped ring of features surrounding the landward side of Stanley. L Company followed on 31 May.
    


    
      Late on the afternoon of 3 June, I met with Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux at the Commando’s HQ, situated behind a
      ridge mid-way between Mounts Kent and Challenger. He was happy to have us back. I shared my impressions of Goose
      Green with him. I told him of the devastating effect of the Paratroopers’ Milan missiles in breaching Argentine
      positions (our Milan missile section would play an equally important part in the battle for Mount Harriet). I
      warned him that in terms of equipment, the enemy were likely to possess formidable means of defending themselves.
      Nevertheless, I felt that the Argentines – particularly the inexperienced conscripts – were clearly vulnerable to
      a determined attack. And the mass of POWs gathered after the fight seemed quite docile, with little appetite for
      prolonging resistance. They had had enough.
    


    
      Nick Vaux told us that J Company was to take up a position on the south-eastern end of Mount Challenger, towards
      Wall Mountain, the following night. It was becoming clear that Mount Harriet would be 42 Commando’s objective in
      the forthcoming assault and L Company’s patrols had found no trace of enemy forces to the east of them, on
      Challenger. There was an opportunity beckoning here and Brigade HQ felt that we should seize it. With the whole
      mountain in our hands, and ideally Wall Mountain as well, we would be perfectly placed to observe the enemy and
      send out patrols to gather intelligence on his dispositions, whilst the artillery ammunition was flown forward and 45 Commando ‘yomped’ and 3 Para ‘tabbed’ to their new forward positions.
    


    
      It was now evident that we were facing three opponents. There were the Argentinians – and there were a lot of
      them. There were the logistical problems. And there was the combination of terrain – the mountains being aptly
      described by Nick Vaux as a ‘lunar landscape’ – and weather, which was often appalling. These foes would
      challenge every commander fighting in the Falklands.
    


    
      I was ready to begin our march at twilight, or at least under some moonlight (the moon, now beyond its first
      quarter, set at around 2.00am). But our Operations Officer, Captain Ian McNeill, was concerned that the
      Argentines might spot us and call down an artillery strike. He believed that it was safer to proceed under the
      cover of near total darkness. But by doing this, we were trading in one opponent for another, for the coldest
      part of the night was when wind conditions on the mountains were at their most volatile.
    


    
      As the moon set, early on 5 June, J Company began its move. We had 5km (over 3 miles) to cover and a climb of
      some 440m (1,450ft). I had two guides from Commando HQ, who would rendezvous with two more from L Company, who
      would then lead us on towards our correct position on the ridge. However, the guides lost their bearings, and
      when we reached a large rock run were unable to recall the way around it, one pointing to the right, one to the
      left. I decided that we would cross this obstacle and although some of the stones were loose and slippery we did
      so without mishap. We then began to ascend the route up Mount Challenger.
    


    
      However, when we were part way up the mountain there was a sudden, roaring sound. And then, within moments, an
      avalanche of wind was hurtling down upon us, with gusts of more than 70mph. The conditions were malevolent, with
      katabatic wind followed by driving rain and sleet. Visibility was very poor and any attempt to find the
      rendezvous point with L Company out of the question. Our priority was simply survival. With the wind strong
      enough to blow a man off his feet, I judged it too dangerous to proceed any further – the weather was now our
      number one enemy.
    


    
      We huddled up together, using a ponchos as a cover, and waited for first light, about an hour and a half later.
      But at dawn we found ourselves in a complete ‘white-out’ – surrounded by mist and unable to see much ahead of us.
      We slowly and carefully made our way up to the expected plateau, about mid-way to our destination on Mount
      Challenger, got our groundsheets out and tried to build some reasonably solid shelters out of the loose rocks.
    


    
      I went out on a recce. From my map, the plateau should have had a uniform shape, but as I moved through the mist
      I glimpsed crags all around me (I would later find out from Falklanders that this small section of the map was
      simply wrong). And I came across some abandoned enemy bunkers. These were almost certainly the defences of the
      Argentine force on Mount Kent, which – after the BBC World Service’s announcement of 2 Para’s imminent attack (on
      the evening of 27 May) – was then sent to reinforce their garrison at Goose Green.
    


    
      At around 9.00am I spoke to Commando HQ on the radio. ‘How are you getting on? Where are you?’ Nick Vaux asked. I
      described the plateau and explained my concerns about the discrepancy with the map. He offered to guide us
      forward, by firing artillery salvos in the direction we needed to follow, but these did not help as the thick
      mist was muffling all sound. So I waited for it to lift, although it took hours to do so. We were then able to
      orientate ourselves and establish where we were. We arrived at our emplacement on Mount Challenger at last light.
    


    
      Graham Evans recorded the experience in his diary: ‘Set off on a 5km yomp. Never seen conditions like it:
      everything is soaked, even our sleeping bags. We moved along the ridge surrounded by thick mist, unable to get
      our bearings. Eventually we halted and constructed sangars. It is raining hard – and bloody cold.’
    


    
      We joked that if it had been horrendous getting to our position it was even more horrendous staying there. ‘The
      next few days were the most miserable’, Lieutenant Bill Trollope recorded. ‘The conditions presented us with our
      biggest challenge.’ The following night there was an even stronger wind howling about us. It was vital that we
      all – myself, my Troop Commanders and Sergeants, and Section Commanders – kept ‘out and about’ checking people
      were OK.
    


    
      Corporal Rounding remembered 6 June as one of the worst nights he had ever experienced. ‘The weather continued to
      batter our positions’ he recalled. ‘In the middle of the night one of the shelters blew down and the “squatters”
      jumped into ours. I sat up in my slug [sleeping bag] at the entrance, making wets [hot drinks] for all and
      sundry.’ Steve Chubb took in another Marine and got some drier gear on him whilst we got the shelter up again.
      ‘It was cold, wet and miserable – but whenever a basher [a basic, overnight shelter] went down, we managed to
      resurrect it’, recalled Troop Sergeant Bill Muir. On 2 April we had all fought for each other; now we all looked
      after each other.
    


    
      11 Troop moved up, in atrocious conditions, to re-occupy Wall Mountain, which would be a forward base for the
      Commando. They were soon facing the same katabatic winds which we all had encountered a night
      earlier. I advised Troop Commander Tony Hornby on the radio to follow the same course of action – hunker down and
      wait for it to pass. To compound his difficulties, some of his men were struggling with dysentery and others had
      ‘trench foot’. In such circumstances, a Troop can quickly become ineffective through ill-health as much as enemy
      action. But Royal Marines black humour kicked in. ‘The wind was now so strong’, Hornby joked, ‘that it could blow
      them all the way to Stanley.’
    


    
      What I called the ‘three-sock routine’ was all-important. We would use two pairs of socks during the day, keeping
      the third in a waterproof bag, tucked away. We would dry and powder our feet at night, put the dry socks on, and
      try to dry the wet socks through our body heat. In the morning we would put one pair of wet socks back on, and
      place the others around our necks and armpits to dry, always ensuring that one precious pair was never wet. The
      section commanders would always check that this was done, reporting back to the Troop commanders, and they would
      report back to me.
    


    
      And so we hung on. Regular ‘Orders Groups’ informed us of what was going on with the rest of 42 Commando and the
      Brigade, and information was then passed down the Company chain of command. By sharing the information, we kept
      everyone in the picture – so that all our Marines felt a part of things. We kept patrolling, kept gathering
      intelligence, knowing that however much we were suffering, it would be worse for the conscript enemy.
    


    
      Late on the afternoon of 7 June the mist briefly lifted. To my astonishment I glimpsed a landing ship in the bay
      below us, near the settlement of Fitzroy. At that time J Company was the most forward Company of the entire
      Brigade – the one closest to the enemy. I wondered what an LSL was doing in such an exposed position. Then the
      mist returned and the vessel disappeared from view.
    


    
      The following morning dawned bright and clear. Below us were two ships. They were the Sir
      Tristram and the Sir Galahad, just sitting there in the water – in a narrow
      estuary – some 200m from each other, vulnerable and defenceless. They were carrying a full complement of troops,
      the Welsh Guards, and their equipment and ammunition. I gazed at the vessels, hoping, wishing, that they would
      move on. I knew that Argentine observation posts on the mountains opposite would summon air strikes from the
      mainland. In five hours enemy aircraft would be overhead. The ships stayed exactly where they were.
    


    
      Just after 2.00pm on 8 June the first Argentine planes appeared. Realising that their targets were defenceless,
      the Skyhawks even did a dummy run. I turned to Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux, who was standing
      next to me, and said: ‘Surely the troops will have disembarked by now?’ The bombing attack which followed was
      horrific. Both ships were soon ablaze, with thick smoke billowing up into the sky. Orange life rafts were flung
      over the sides. Wessex helicopters disappeared into the clouds of black smoke to pluck survivors from the
      inferno. We realised that there would be a dreadful loss of life, and we had to watch it all, as helpless
      bystanders.
    


    
      There was an awful clarity to it all, as if I was watching a terrifying film. There is one moment I will never
      forget. The wind had got up, and was starting to blow some of the life rafts back towards one of the burning
      ships. Four of them, packed with badly injured casualties, were drifting helplessly towards the still-exploding
      Galahad. Then one Wessex helicopter after another came down and hovered over the
      rafts, propelling them away from the danger and into safety.
    


    
      On subsequent visits to the Falklands I have visited many war memorials – and the one at Fitzroy still leaves me
      angry. There 56 men died, and more than 150 were wounded, in a disaster which could and should have been avoided.
      The cardinal rule of amphibious landings is to get off the ship as fast as you can and take your destiny into
      your own hands. The three Company commanders of the Welsh Guards showed tragic operational naivety in failing to
      follow it.
    


    
      We watched the ships burn for two days, which had a terrible effect on morale, and in the immediate aftermath of
      the attack my Marines were shocked and depressed. But then the mood changed to anger. We would avenge the
      Tristram and Galahad. The days of waiting and preparation
      would soon be over. We would take the battle to a largely passive foe, who believed that the Falkland Islands
      were his, and yet had little understanding of the land or its people. He had concentrated the majority of his
      forces in Stanley. We would break him on the mountains.
    

  


  
    

    Chapter 10


    Mount Harriet


    
      Early on the afternoon of 11 June I went to 42 Commando’s ‘Orders Group’. Brigadier
      Julian Thompson was ready to launch attacks on a broad front, with 3 Para assaulting Mount Longdon, 45 Commando
      Two Sisters and 42 Commando Mount Harriet. All would take place that night. The offensive, if successful, would
      break the back of Argentine resistance on the Falklands. Lieutenant Colonel Nick Vaux was now about to give his
      final instructions for the assault on Harriet. Nick Vaux later wrote: ‘I was acutely conscious that I must
      convince these exhausted, anxious professionals that we had a workable plan’. However, I remember him speaking
      with confidence and conviction: ‘This is the decisive battle of the war’, Vaux began, ‘and surprise and absolute
      silence will be vital.’ In front of him was an earthen model of Mount Harriet, with white tapes marking out our
      attack route. As he gave his orders, Operations Officer Captain Ian McNeill pointed out the various targets. We
      sat on the rocks in a semi-circle opposite.
    


    
      It was a bold concept, in which the two assault Companies, K and L, would undertake a wide flanking movement,
      starting to the south-west of Mount Wall (codenamed ‘Tara’), crossing the track from Fitzroy to Stanley, moving
      about 1,000m south of it and then heading towards Mount Harriet. Unusually for the ‘Camp’, there was a white
      crushed stone road in existence, one strong enough to support the weight of armoured vehicles, and its presence
      played an important part in the evolving battle plan. The Companies would circle back on the Argentine position
      from the rear, finishing their night-time march by turning in a north-easterly direction, crossing the track once
      more and forming up on the south-east shoulder of the mountain. My own J Company was to be held in reserve.
    


    
      The planned attack would be in two phases. The first was a ‘silent attack’ by Captain Peter Babbington’s K
      Company, with its artillery fire plan on call. After reaching the Start Line, a fence running north-east of the
      Fitzroy–Stanley track, its instructions were to advance some 800m up Mount Harriet’s south-eastern slope to the
      line of Argentine defences and capture the eastern end of the mountain (codenamed ‘Zoya’).
      The artillery would be brought in on first contact with the enemy.
    


    
      The second phase was a ‘noisy attack’, in which Captain David Wheen’s L Company would move off, about an hour
      later, with full artillery support, and fight for the western end of the mountain. After both objectives had been
      taken, K and L Company would occupy the feature immediately north of Harriet, Goat Ridge (codenamed ‘Katrina’),
      thereby securing the whole position.
    


    
      The operational concept was based on days of painstaking observation of the enemy’s position and dangerous
      reconnaissance work, two of the patrols led by Sergeant ‘Jumper’ Collins – in which two Marines (Mark Curtis and
      Kevin Patterson) each lost a leg, shattered by anti-personnel mines. Fighting and harassing patrols were sent to
      the northern end of the mountain, where we weren’t intending to attack, to make the Argentines think our assault
      might come from this direction. We were deliberately drawing attention to ourselves in this sector. Our recce
      patrols were sent to the south.
    


    
      Every battle has a psychological element. Our fighting patrols were gathering information, and also spreading
      panic and confusion amongst the enemy. In one of them, which got within 20yd of an Argentine position before
      coming under fire, Marine Graham Fisk demolished an opponent at close quarters with a rocket from a 66mm
      anti-tank weapon. ‘There was nothing left of him from the kneecaps upwards’, Fisk recalled – and this exploit
      quickly did the rounds. We realised that each time we terrorised Mount Harriet’s defenders, their resolve was
      weakened. Nick Vaux said: ‘We must seem increasingly ferocious to them.’
    


    
      However, Mount Harriet’s northern slope formed an almost vertical incline and its central approaches, crowned by
      a ring of imposing crags, were heavily mined. The Achilles heel of the Argentine position was to the southeast of
      the mountain. The enemy had left a route open from the Fitzroy–Stanley track so that he could easily transport
      supplies and reinforcements to the garrison on the summit. We watched their soldiers move up and down it from our
      Observation Post on Wall Mountain and our small reconnaissance patrols checked it was free of mines. An assault
      on the north face of Harriet, a most difficult climb, risked a ‘friendly fire’ incident with 45 Commando, who
      would be launching their own operation against nearby Two Sisters. Instead, the south-eastern slope of the
      mountain would be our line of attack.
    


    
      This was the essence of Lieutenant Colonel Vaux’s plan. For it to work, K and L Companies would have to march
      some 6½km (around 4 miles) from the Assembly Area, between Mount Challenger and Wall Mountain, to the Forming-Up Position, a little behind the Start Line on Mount Harriet’s south-eastern shoulder, without
      being detected. Any noise would risk alerting the enemy. ‘If necessary’, Nick Vaux emphasised to his Company
      commanders, ‘you must go through the old business of making every man jump up and down before he starts, to make
      sure nothing rattles. Persistent coughers must be left behind.’
    


    
      Once K Company left the Start Line, it would try to get as close to the Argentine positions as possible. But as
      soon as it engaged, the momentum of the assault was all-important. ‘If you find yourself in a minefield, remember
      you must go through it’, Vaux made clear. ‘Men must not
      stop for their “oppos” [fellow Marines], however great the temptation. They must go through and finish the attack
      – or it will cost more lives in the end.’ The evacuation of the wounded, and the processing of prisoners, would
      be left to follow-up units. The sense of urgency was palpable.
    


    
      We relied on closely co-ordinated artillery support. There was the 4.5in gun of the frigate HMS Yarmouth (lying about 10 miles offshore) assisting us throughout the operation. We had our own
      battery, under Major David Brown, situated on the ‘gun line’, on the reverse slope of Challenger. There were
      other 105mm batteries of 29 Commando, Royal Artillery, stationed in the rear. And there were our own mortars and
      Milan anti-tank missiles. As K and L Companies engaged with the Argentinians, accurate fire would be called down
      upon the enemy’s strongpoints. It would cover the movement of our Marines, suppress the defensive fire of our
      opponents and break their resistance.
    


    
      J Company formed the reserve and each of my Troops were given separate, important tasks. The Marines of 11 Troop
      would remain on the summit of Wall Mountain, and as K Company began its attack on Mount Harriet, they would stage
      a ‘diversionary attack’ (codenamed ‘Vesuvius’) once contact with the enemy was made. They would fire their
      weapons and mortars and make as much noise as possible, in order to distract the Argentinians and draw the fire
      of some of their more trigger-happy machine-gunners, who might think that the main thrust of our attack was about
      to come along the shortest route to Harriet.
    


    
      Lieutenant Colin Beadon’s 12 Troop, the remainder of 42 Commando’s Anti-Tank Troop and its six Milan firing posts
      (all under Beadon’s overall command) were to secure the Forming-Up Position (FUP). Beadon had already been on
      reconnaissance with Sergeant Collins, locating sites for a section of his Milans down the track towards Stanley.
      This would prevent the enemy counter-attacking from the Falklands’ capital with his Panhard armoured cars. The Argentinians had mined the Fitzroy–Stanley track close to our Assembly Area and
      thrown anti-personnel mines on either side of it, nearer to Mount Harriet, from the back of a lorry. But once in
      position, Beadon’s Milan firing posts would stop the enemy bringing up reinforcements.
    


    
      Lieutenant Beadon’s next task was to take a party of sappers, ensure that the route to the FUP was clear and mark
      it out for the assault Companies to follow. The other Milan Section would be positioned south of Mount Harriet,
      supporting K Company’s attack. Beadon would use them to target the enemy’s heavy machine-gun positions.
    


    
      My first job – with my Company HQ – was to organise the Assembly Area. 10 Troop would then form the Protection
      Party for Tac HQ. It would remain with headquarters as the battle progressed and then, along with 12 Troop, would
      lead Lieutenant Colonel Vaux to the summit as dawn broke, allowing him to direct the closing stages of the
      engagement more effectively. We knew that the Argentines had at least two Companies on Mount Harriet, so we would
      be attacking without any numerical advantage. But Nick Vaux concluded: ‘I won’t conceal from you that the enemy
      is well dug in, in a very strong position. But I believe that once we get amongst them, they will crack pretty
      quickly. We want to end up with the Argies running back across these hills, all the way to Stanley – to show the
      others what’s coming to them.’ And with that, everybody smiled.
    


    
      There were a few questions. Then we got to our feet, broke into clusters and sorted out last minute details,
      after which I returned to J Company’s HQ on Mount Challenger. As I relayed the instructions to my men, it was
      clear they were up for the fight. Marine Graham Evans noted in his diary:
    


    
      Our engineers have cleared part of the Fitzroy track of mines. All enemy positions on Harriet are known to us …
      Tonight we attack – we will be putting in a diversion from a different angle: hope it works! Just heard that we
      will have guns shelling in front of our assault Companies. While the Argies have their heads down, we hit them.
      Milan anti-tank missiles will take out their bunkers … Let’s finish them off, once and for all!
    


    
      Everything seemed to happen in a rush. One moment I was at our Company HQ, explaining what was going on. Then, as
      daylight faded, I was at the Assembly Area as the first of the units started coming in. Organising an Assembly
      Area is in itself not a difficult task. But getting other Commanders to comply with the plan,
      when they are pre-occupied with a forthcoming battle, is another matter. Setting out a straight line of rucksacks
      was not perhaps their greatest concern.
    


    
      K Company was the first in, and would be the first out. But Peter Babbington – a courageous leader, normally calm
      and composed – seemed troubled, and was putting off the initial step of leaving. I found him sunk in deep
      thought. ‘Have you got everything’ I asked. ‘I think so’, he replied, and together we did a quick finger check
      off, then just stood very close, facing each other. I grabbed his hand, shook it and said: ‘I’ll see you at first
      light at the top, then.’ For a moment, Peter hesitated. And then he looked me in the eye, and replied: ‘I’ll be
      there’.
    


    
      Just over an hour after last light, Babbington disappeared into the darkness with his Company. And although I am
      not a particularly religious man, I offered a silent prayer for my friend.
    


    
      There were some mishaps and delays. As K Company moved towards the FUP, the Argentines set off mortar
      illuminating flares. A rifle was accidentally fired in L Company, who briefly went off their designated route.
      Behind them, the Milan sections were slowed by the rough terrain. Lieutenant Beadon was unable to find the Welsh
      Guards Recce Platoon, which was supposed to secure the Start Line, so he carried out the task instead (he would
      later find the platoon some 300m away). But as Colin Beadon watched K Company pass through the FUP, he was struck
      by the men’s resolve. ‘Troop commanders, section commanders – everyone doing their bit’, he observed. Captain
      Babbington took them up to the Start Line, so that they could look at the objective through binoculars.
      ‘Professionalism’, Beadon thought to himself, ‘– and that is the vital difference between us and the enemy.’
    


    
      On the radio, we could hear K Company getting closer and closer to the Argentines. Finally – at little more than
      100m out – it made contact. First off, there was a clamour of sound from Wall Mountain. To our relief, some of
      the enemy fell for this, opening up with their machine guns. At that point, our artillery began its strikes ahead
      of K Company’s line of advance. The shells fell with unerring accuracy. ‘I went over to the mortar section’,
      Corporal Rounding remembered. ‘They had switched to high explosives as our lads moved in. The Mortar Officer came
      down from his observation post. He looked at me and said with grim satisfaction: “The Spics are frying tonight”.’
    


    
      Close to me, the Naval Gun Support Officer, Captain Nigel Bedford, was directing fire from the Yarmouth. I could hear the mortar section calling out instructions on the
      radio. Behind our HQ, the 105mm batteries were booming. All our training had kicked in – and everyone was working
      as a team. I had longed for 81mm mortars at the time of the Argentine invasion. I had longed for the manpower and
      equipment to give the invader a real fight. Now we were hitting him with everything we’d got. And I had the
      thought: ‘This is how it’s supposed to be.’
    


    
      L Company now reached the Start Line, immediately coming under fire from the enemy and suffering casualties. It
      kept moving. K Company – under Babbington’s resolute leadership – was making good progress, fighting its way
      forward to the crash of anti-tank weapons and the fire and flame of mortar and artillery. Argentinian sangars
      were lit up with flares and then destroyed with Milan missiles.
    


    
      Acts of heroism abounded amongst the junior leaders. Corporal Steve Newland, the former member of NP 8901 who had
      vowed never to return to the Falklands, took on an entire Argentine section bunker, and when wounded in both legs
      continued to direct his men towards fresh enemy targets on the radio. L Company pushed up onto the summit,
      fighting with great determination. More and more Argentinian prisoners were being sent down the slope to our FUP.
      We looked at each other and said: ‘It’s working!’
    


    
      Shortly before dawn, I glimpsed what I thought was a flare, far out at sea, followed by the flash of a massive
      explosion. For a moment, it really lit up the sky – and I saw the silhouette of a warship on the horizon. I later
      learnt that a land-based Exocet had been launched from Stanley, striking HMS Glamorgan, which was providing artillery support for 45 Commando’s attack on Two Sisters.
    


    
      The enemy’s resistance was crumbling. Lieutenant Colonel Vaux now took the decision to move his HQto the Start
      Line. 10 Troop would go with him. We made our way down a footpath to the junction with the track but did not
      cross it. ‘There is a change of plan’ Nick Vaux told me. ‘If we follow the route the others have used, it will
      take too long to get there.’ We would now take the quickest way, straight along the track. By doing so, our route
      would be 2½km (1½ miles) shorter. But there were anti-personnel mines to the left and right of it, so there would
      be nowhere to take cover and if any Argentinians spotted us, we would be sitting ducks. And we knew that parts of
      the track itself might be mined.
    


    
      I looked up at Harriet. It seemed as if the whole mountain had erupted in flame. Shell after shell was exploding
      along its summit. The night sky was lit up by flares and tracer and concentrations of red and yellow flashes. The
      track’s white, crushed stones shone as if they were illuminated. ‘Are you sure this is what
      you want to do?’ I said to Nick Vaux. ‘Yes, we must’, he replied. I steeled myself and then announced: ‘Right!
      I’ll lead a buggers’ rush down the road and we won’t stop for anything’. Off we dashed. ‘I won’t forget that race
      in a hurry’, said Marine Steve Chubb. Miraculously, we all got to the slopes of Mount Harriet unscathed.
    


    
      We reached the summit at first light and surveyed a scene of utter chaos. Argentine bodies lay on the ground,
      amidst rocks blackened by explosives. ‘The first guy we came across had half of his face blown away’, remembered
      Corporal Lou Armour. ‘Others were bent out of shape or badly disfigured by the blasts’. Enemy helmets, weapons
      and personal possessions were scattered everywhere. A beaming Peter Babbington greeted us. ‘Colonel’, he said to
      Nick Vaux, ‘I reckon we’ve done it.’
    


    
      10 Troop began the collection of prisoners. Corporal Rounding recalled:
    


    
      We split into small groups to round up those ready to surrender, move the dead bodies and recover weapons and
      ammunition. Lou Armour and I came across an Argie who had fallen down a ravine and landed on an outcrop of rock.
      His boots had been put on in a hurry, untied – and he had no weapon or other kit. It looked as if he had done a
      runner and slipped and fell. Inside another position was a badly wounded officer. He spoke a little English, and
      for some reason he wanted me to have his watch. We rounded up about half a dozen of the enemy and we could see
      more trudging off to assembly points, looking utterly dejected.
    


    
      The Argentine conscripts, so arrogant in the aftermath of Galtieri’s invasion, were now utterly cowed. Marine
      Andy Timms slipped behind a large boulder to relieve himself, only to be confronted by twelve armed enemy
      soldiers. To his bewilderment, they took one look at him and threw down their weapons. ‘Within three hours, 58
      prisoners had been taken by 10 Troop, searched and dispatched to Commando HQ’, Bill Trollope wrote happily. The
      triumph was complete, and as the sun rose we learnt that Mounts Longdon and Two Sisters had also been captured by
      3 Commando Brigade.
    


    
      42 Commando had won a most impressive victory. It was a brilliant plan – superbly executed. For the loss of
      Corporals Smith and Watts and 26 wounded it had secured Mount Harriet, killing at least 50 of the enemy and
      taking over 300 prisoners, including the Regimental Commanding Officer.
    


    
      And for the Marines of 10 Troop there was a special satisfaction. The humiliation unjustly foisted upon us on 2
      April by the Argentine invaders was finally expunged.?
    

  


  
    

    Chapter Eleven


    The Second Surrender


    
      We spent the next two days on Mount Harriet. The enemy had used his bunkers as
      latrines – his sense of field hygiene appeared nonexistent – and the position stank to high heaven. By midday
      on12 June we had gathered up a mass of Argentine prisoners and equipment, and evacuated all the wounded. K and L
      Companies were on Goat Ridge; 11 Troop was still on Wall Mountain, which was now a place of relative safety. In
      contrast, 10 and 12 Troop set up their defensive position on the eastern end of Harriet and tried to find some
      cover, with solid rock between their backs and Stanley. I feared that the enemy’s artillery would try to blast us
      off the mountain.
    


    
      We decided to ‘borrow’ a captured Argentine 120mm mortar. The first thing I did was to check that it had not been
      spiked and that the barrel was OK. As a former 81mm Mortar Officer I was acquainted with the 120mm. Its bombs
      were scattered all over the site and I sent Marines Evans, Farnworth and Duncan to gather them up. It had a range
      of more than 6,000m – so we decided to put it to good use. The Argentinians were strutting around on the forward
      slopes of Mount Tumbledown as if they owned the place, without any sense of danger. We wanted to give them a
      wake-up call.
    


    
      ‘The Company commander joined us as we turned one of their mortars on Tumbledown, claiming three hits’, Graham
      Evans wrote with satisfaction. ‘A few hours later we put on a demo for Lieutenant Colonel Vaux.’ Nick Vaux had
      come to see what we were doing. He had been trying to get a fire mission to hit a nearby quarry, where enemy
      activity had been noticed. I told him we would see what we could do. ‘We took out another enemy bunker and then
      went for the Argies down the road, sheltering in the quarry’ Evans continued. ‘We scored a direct hit on their
      position and saw them running off in all directions. The Colonel was so impressed that he had a go himself!’
    


    
      The offensive was moving forward. Later that afternoon we heard the scream of jets. It was our Harriers on a
      bombing run, striking hard at Tumbledown. At nightfall we posted extra sentries in case the enemy attempted a
      counter attack. ‘Another freezing cold night’, noted Marine Steve Chubb, ‘but we are so proud of what we have
      achieved.’?
    


    
      The Argentines began a desperate artillery bombardment, concentrating on the positions that had just fallen into
      British hands. On 12 June Mount Longdon suffered the most, in a day-long onslaught, and I remember watching the
      explosions from the enemy’s 155mm guns and really feeling for 3 Para – I knew they must be taking casualties. The
      following day the Argentinian shelling spread to Mount Harriet, with artillery salvoes exploding all around us.
    


    
      And then, at about 11.00am on 13 June, all firing come to a halt as a thick mist descended on the mountainside.
      Under its protective cover, small groups of men from each Company moved down towards 42 Commando’s Resupply
      Point, by the track, where the BVs (all-terrain carriers) had managed to drop rations. And then the mist suddenly
      lifted.
    


    
      ‘We had got down there ok’, remembered Steve Chubb, ‘and I was making rapid progress back up the slope. There
      seemed no danger whatsoever, as the fog was all around us, so I stopped and waited for one of the others. And
      then, almost in a matter of seconds, the sky became completely clear.’ Miraculously, we had avoided taking any
      casualties when the Argentines invaded the Falklands. We had avoided taking any on our return. But this was about
      to change. Chubb continued:
    


    
      I heard the screech of an incoming shell. It was only for a split second, because the closer they are to you, the
      less warning you get. There was no time to do anything. There was a deafening bang and I felt like I had been hit
      on my left side by a sledgehammer. I just lay there, maybe for a few seconds, maybe for a minute. I felt no
      sensation whatsoever, there was just complete numbness. I had the eerie feeling that I had been blown apart and
      was about to die.
    


    
      ‘The 13 th proved an unlucky day for 10 Troop’, Lieutenant Bill Trollope said sadly. ‘One of our men was
      seriously wounded by Argentine shelling as he brought rations back up the hill. Marine Chubb was badly hurt …’
      Fragments of shell had splintered into his left shoulder.
    


    
      I remembered how once, during a life-boat drill on board the Canberra, 10 Troop had
      assembled by our boat. To my surprise, we were joined by an attractive female Assistant Bursar, Lois Wheeler
      (later one of three women to be invited to march at the Victory Parade in London on 12 October). She looked at me
      and said: ‘I am getting on the boat with you guys – you are survivors.’ We were flattered. But now Steve Chubb,
      who had been so brave on South Georgia, whose only thought was to return with us to the Falklands, was fighting
      for his life.
    


    
      ‘Some of the lads made their way over to me’ Chubb recalled. ‘They were talking to me, trying to reassure me,
      patching me up – as best they could – with field dressings and giving me morphine. And I was aware of a
      helicopter arriving …’
    


    
      It was a very brave pilot, who had brought his helicopter in with the shelling still going on. Steve Chubb was
      bundled aboard and they took off almost immediately. Chubb continued:
    


    
      I was lying at the back of the chopper. I was drifting away. Some part of me believed it was the end, and I just
      wanted to let go and let it happen. The crewman was leaning over me, shouting at me: ‘Stay awake! Stay awake!’
      And I knew why he was saying that. I was slipping away. And then a completely different thought entered my head:
      ‘I can survive this if I fight hard enough’. And I kept saying this to myself. It was the turning point.
    


    
      Marine Chubb was taken to the field hospital, where he was operated on by Surgeon Commander Rick Jolly’s team,
      and then moved to the Intensive Care Unit of the hospital ship SS Uganda. ‘It was the
      worst period of my life’, Chubb said. ‘I was in agony much of the time’. But he kept fighting, with remarkable
      courage – and he survived. Corporal Van Heerden and Lance Corporal McKay were also struck by the blast, but not
      seriously hurt, and both managed to make their way to the Regimental Aid Post where they were treated. That
      afternoon Argentine shelling continued sporadically. ‘Three rounds landed about twenty feet away – smoke and muck
      everywhere’, Graham Evans wrote, noting the exact time, which was 3.47pm. And amongst 42 Commando as a whole,
      there were other minor injuries and lucky escapes.
    


    
      The Scots Guards were now moving into position to attack Mount Tumbledown. As night fell, we heard the explosions
      and watched the tracer and shell bursts light up the sky. Tumbledown was captured after a long, fierce fight, for
      the defenders were alert and determined. 2 Para also fought a tough battle to capture Wireless Ridge. Brave men
      lost their lives in these attacks but it would prove to be the last serious opposition from the enemy.
    


    
      The following morning we stood on the crusty snow in readiness for our next move forward. We would be part of a
      last push towards Stanley, along a broad front. However, when the Gurkhas advanced to Mount William they found
      the Argentine defenders had already gone. The Welsh Guards also occupied Sapper Hill without opposition. All the
      high ground around the Falklands’ capital was now in British hands and enemy troops were seen
      running back towards Stanley. They no longer had the will to fight.
    


    
      When the spirit of an army breaks, a general collapse usually happens very quickly. Falklander John Smith wrote
      in his diary:
    


    
      Hundreds of Argentines are streaming like ants off Wireless Ridge. They are running before the British shells,
      which are landing just behind them, almost keeping pace with them, throwing up great mounds of earth and rock …
      Their troops are in full retreat through Stanley, dropping their weapons as they run and some are smashing their
      equipment by the roadside …
    


    
      11 Troop had now rejoined us. It was 3.00pm on 14 June. It was rumoured that white flags were flying in parts of
      the town. The artillery firing had suddenly stopped. We heard that negotiations were underway for the surrender
      of the Argentine forces and Brigade HQ put us on instant readiness to move into Stanley. Wessex helicopters then
      appeared. I was told that we would disembark on the lower slopes of Mount Tumbledown, advance past our old
      barracks at Moody Brook and along the track into the town. On hearing this, I experienced a mix of emotions:
      pride, but also concern. J Company was given the honour of leading the way – but I knew that we might still have
      to fight our way into Stanley.
    


    
      Graham Evans noted in his diary:
    


    
      There is a big helicopter lift to Moody Brook. Things are progressing faster and faster. As negotiations are
      taking place, the rules of engagement have changed: we cannot fire on the Argies unless they attack us first. The
      enemy have no spirit left whatsoever – and we are glad the end is in sight. J Company will be made the Point
      Company to enter into Stanley. For all of us who were in Naval Party 8901, history will be made today.
    


    
      I received a warning, as we moved down the lower slopes of Tumbledown, that we were probably passing through an
      unmarked minefield, so the rush to Stanley slowed somewhat, as we proceeded. It was strange to be passing by
      Moody Brook. I noticed that the Barracks had been almost completely flattened – the accommodation block no longer
      existed and only two corrugated iron sheds were still standing. It was depressing to see it in such a state.
      Corporal John Adams, who had served in NP 8901 in 1974–5 and married a Falklander during his
      tour of service, was so moved when he saw Moody Brook in ruins that he announced to a bemused Lieutenant Colonel
      Nick Vaux that he was going to return to the Islands and live there. He kept his word.
    


    
      As we continued our march, we learnt that we would not be the first to reach the Falklands’ capital, for 2 Para
      had already entered it. When we approached the town, I felt a mixture of satisfaction and sadness. I had vowed to
      return with my men, and now we were back. But Stanley, an attractive place, always well cared for, was now in a
      filthy, muddy and disgusting state. ‘It was appalling what the enemy had done to it’, said Marine Mark Gibbs. ‘It
      was clear that all discipline had broken down.’
    


    
      The inhabitants had been ordered off the streets and the town was uncannily quiet. The closer we got, the more
      desolate things appeared. Some of the houses were smouldering. Damaged guns and vehicles littered Ross Road;
      abandoned equipment and weapons were everywhere. There was a stench of rotting refuse and excrement.
    


    
      There had not yet been a formal surrender, so Lieutenant Colonel Vaux sought out accommodation on the town’s
      outskirts whilst negotiations were concluded. The new home for J and L Companies was the Sea Plane Hangar, which
      had been used by the Argentinians as a mortuary; K Company was in the Cattle Byre across the road. As we tried to
      warm ourselves up, we found blood dripping from the ceiling. On investigation, we discovered a mass of frozen,
      amputated limbs above a false roof, which were now thawing. We found one dismembered body in a wheel-barrow and
      two others under sheets of corrugated iron.
    


    
      The surrender negotiations took place in the Secretariat Building, the seat of the Falkland Islands Executive,
      some 800m from Government House, between Major General Jeremy Moore, the commander of the British Land Forces,
      and General Mario Menendez, the Argentine Military Governor. Moore was acutely conscious that some 10,000
      Argentinian troops, with plentiful supplies of arms and ammunition, were in Stanley and its environs, and if an
      incident took place, and fighting started again, the town’s civilians would be caught in the crossfire. He wanted
      to conclude an agreement as quickly as possible, and quite rightly so.
    


    
      ‘There was the question of the word “unconditional” in the surrender document’, Major General Moore wrote. ‘My
      mission was: “Repossess the Falkland Islands” and what the document actually stated seemed to me almost
      irrelevant as long as we regained them. If the word might put Menendez off and make him feel his military honour
      was impugned, it was better left out.’ Moore insisted that both East and West Falkland were
      surrendered. But when General Menendez did indeed baulk at the use of ‘unconditional’, Moore simply crossed the
      word out. And so matters ended. At 9.00pm he happily informed Whitehall that arrangements were in place to
      assemble all Argentinian forces for a return to their own country, gather their arms and equipment and make safe
      their munitions. He finished: ‘The Falkland Islands are once more under the government desired by their
      inhabitants.’
    


    
      Brigade HQ was eager to round up the thousands of Argentine troops and the next day ordered 42 Commando up to the
      Airfield to start processing the surrender of enemy soldiers. J Company was rostered as first Company: we were to
      set things up and get them moving. It was cold and windy, with gusts of snow. I marched through Stanley at the
      head of my Company, accompanied by two Argentine military police, past hundreds of armed Argentinians, with
      decidedly mixed feelings. We saw the enemy’s 155mm guns parked in side streets, 105mm pack howitzers in their
      positions and Exocets on their flat-bed trailers. But when we reached the cattle grid, some 5km (just over 3
      miles) further on, at around 10.30am, where we intended to set up a disarming point, we found some 800
      Argentinians already there, along with Brigadier Julian Thompson, who had arrived to see how things were going.
      The conscripts could not have been more eager to hand over their weapons – and were completely submissive.
    


    
      ‘We gave them a hard time and now they are so scared of us’, Graham Evans wrote. I thought back to 2 April, and
      how angry my Marines were at having to lay down their arms. Now it was so very different. Within hours, we were
      presiding over a small mountain of weaponry.
    


    
      The Argentine officers were immaculately dressed and aloof from their men. Indeed, in the surrender negotiations
      they were allowed to keep their sidearms to maintain discipline. Marine Jeff Urand had an interesting reunion (he
      had been in Corporal York’s section at the time of the invasion, giving themselves up two days after the rest of
      us). Lieutenant Tony Hornby was trying to organise the enemy with his ‘holiday Spanish’ when an Argentinian
      officer came up to the check point, very full of himself, saying that as he spoke good English he would be happy
      to offer his assistance. Urand swung round. It was the same Argentine who had struck him in the face with a rifle
      butt during his interrogation. ‘I would recognize that voice anywhere’, he said with quiet menace. The officer
      froze, went as white as a sheet and disappeared back into the throng.
    


    
      On the morning of 16 June L Company took over the prisoner processing on the Airfield. We returned to Stanley. To
      ensure the surrender went off quickly, Major General Moore had refused to allow it to be
      filmed, much to the indignation of ITN correspondent Michael Nicholson. ‘It wasn’t recorded by anybody’, he
      complained. ‘General Moore did not even allow a Royal Navy photographer to take a picture of it.’ Moore was
      hardly media shy and one of the first things he did after the surrender was to give an interview to BBC reporter
      Robert Fox. But there was now an opportunity to give Nicholson the ‘photo-op’ he craved.
    


    
      Shortly after midday, 10 Troop gathered on the lawn of Government House by the flagpole. There were a series of
      delays, as Michael Nicholson ensured that the film footage would appear on that evening’s News at Ten, but finally the PR exercise was underway. It was staged – ‘Do you want us growling
      or grinning’ I had asked Nicholson – but most satisfying nonetheless. There were photographs of us all clustered
      round the Falklands flag and then, as the cameras rolled, I asked Bill Muir to raise it. Unlike 2 April, there
      was no band, no choir and no guard of honour – but at least the rope didn’t break! ‘There was no exultation’ said
      Muir, ‘just quiet pride’.
    


    
      Sergeant David Lazenby, a member of 45 Commando’s Recce Troop, who had served in the Falklands garrison in the
      1976–7, said: ‘Fittingly, it was members of Naval Party 8901 who hoisted the flag in Stanley to signify the final
      victory.’
    


    
      We returned to the Airfield, where we were now processing the Argentine prisoners back on board our ships for
      repatriation. We would be there – off and on – for another five days. And on 21 June, Corporal Lou Armour came
      over to my tent. ‘Sir’, he said, ‘there’s a chap at the check point asking for you by name.’ ‘What’s he
      complaining about – and what have you done?’ I responded. ‘No, he’s not complaining at all’, Armour emphasised.
      So I got my newly acquired wellies on and went down. The Argentinian officer saluted and said: ‘Good morning,
      Major Norman. Nice to see you. How are you?’ I said I was fine. Then he asked: ‘How are your men – did they all
      get through ok?’ I told him that I had three injured on the day before the surrender, one quite badly. ‘Ah’, he
      said, ‘I am pleased your casualties have been so light.’ And for a few moments, we just looked at each other.
    


    
      Then he broke the silence. ‘Do you know who I am? I am the Second-in-Command of the Company that attacked you on
      2 April.’ I suddenly realised that these were the Special Forces which had launched the assault on Government
      House. ‘The Company Commander would very much like to say goodbye to you before he goes’, he added. ‘He does not
      speak English, but I will act as interpreter.’
    


    
      And so I went down to see him – and he introduced me to all his officers. ‘This is Major Norman, who was
      defending on the day of the invasion’, he said in Spanish. ‘His men were very brave’. What I knew, that he did
      not, was that senior officers were being detained in Stanley, as a precaution against Argentinian reprisals once
      the bulk of their men had returned home. I hoped that he was junior enough to escape the net. And suddenly, I had
      a most strange and powerful feeling, as if a compelling movie had come to its end, and I was watching the
      credits. I had come full circle – my Falklands journey was over.
    

  


  
    

    Epilogue


    
      On 22 June we returned to the Canberra, and the
      wonderful luxury of a cabin, mattress and sheets, shower and toilet. After boarding the ‘Great White Whale’ J
      Company disbanded and 11 and 12 Troops went back to their previous jobs with 42 Commando. 10 Troop once more
      became Naval Party 8901, although we were now without Sergeant Shepherd, who had been serving in 42 Commando’s
      Sniper Section, and was wounded during the battle for Mount Harriet, and Sergeant Short, who badly injured his
      foot on Challenger. But we were rejoined by Steve Chubb, who was moved from the SS Uganda to convalesce on the Canberra's sick bay. I was very proud
      of what J Company had achieved during its brief, forty-seven-day existence. And on 1 July I was relieved to be
      selected for promotion to Substantive Major (previously I had been a Local Major on my appointment as commander
      of NP 8901, but paid at Captain’s wages).
    


    
      When the Canberra returned home we had that wonderful reception at Southampton on 11
      July, with a flotilla of small ships greeting us, bands playing and crowds lining the streets. And after a brief
      ‘sorting out’ period at Poole, my Naval Party was given two months’ Task Force leave. The Falklands campaign was
      concluded with the seizure of the Argentine base on Southern Thule, on the South Sandwich Islands, on 20 June,
      with HMS Endurance – alongside HMS Yarmouth – enforcing
      the surrender of the small enemy garrison. Endurance had distinguished herself once
      more and by doing so won a long-term reprieve as an Antarctic patrol ship (she would not be decommissioned until
      1991). It was well deserved.
    


    
      However, the fate of Naval Party 8901 would be rather different. In the aftermath of the conflict, Major General
      David Thorne was appointed Commander of the British Forces in the Falkland Islands, with a garrison of around a
      thousand infantrymen (initially a battalion of the Queen’s Own Highlanders) and supporting service personnel. And
      in a marked departure from his previous economy drive, the Secretary of State for Defence, John Nott, said on a
      visit to the Falklands: ‘We will keep a garrison here regardless of cost. This is not a question of money – it is
      a question of providing a full defence.’ That defence would now be provided by the British
      Army. Naval Party 8901’s role was coming to an end – and I would be its last commander.
    


    
      During our period of leave I joined a Chief of Defence Staff Presentation Team on the Falklands War, which went
      on a tour around Australia and New Zealand. Our trip was scheduled to finish on 13 September (the same day that
      my Naval Party was to re-assemble), but in the event I was extended to 26 September, talking to Company
      commanders at Company level. When I returned to Poole towards the end of the month, I found that my men’s morale
      was suffering. My Second-in-Command, Lieutenant Bill Trollope, responsible for closing down the detachment, was
      suddenly sent back to the Falklands to take charge of a small Landing Craft Unit. My Marines were deployed in
      piecemeal fashion in different parts of RM Poole, some in working parties, others in the provost section and the
      rest on guard duty They felt they had become a ‘forgotten army’, and despite having twice performed well in the
      Falklands, they were not being allowed to disperse with dignity. I found this grievance fully justified.
    


    
      I was shocked to learn that Naval Party 8901 had not been invited to the Victory Parade organised in London for
      12 October. A forceful complaint remedied the situation, at the eleventh hour, with four of the team able to join
      the thousand marching servicemen. But an opportunity to honour the detachment – as defenders of Stanley – by
      giving it a special place in the parade was missed. In my ‘closing-down report’ I also expressed concern that no
      official recognition of my Naval Party’s brave efforts to resist the Argentine invasion had yet been made,
      although awards had already been given for the action on South Georgia a day later. I concluded by saying that I
      found it sad things were ending on such a flat note.
    


    
      On 11 October a supplement to the London Gazette published the ‘honours approved by
      the Queen for service in the South Atlantic’. I received a Mention in Despatches, although – as the covering
      letter made clear – this was for my command of J Company, not Naval Party 8901. My Marines’ battle against the
      Argentinians on 2 April got no recognition whatsoever. I was devastated. I had put in ten citations for gallantry
      (sending them off on 23 April, whilst still on Ascension Island). All had failed.
    


    
      I could make no sense of the decision whatsoever. I realised that the number of awards for gallantry is limited,
      so as not to undermine their effect. Not everyone can be honoured and for every award there are many others,
      equally well-deserving, which do not succeed. However, I found the lack of recognition for even a single Marine
      or non-commissioned officer under my command incomprehensible, so much so that I wondered whether the fault
      lay in my writing up of the citations or their processing (or ‘staffing’). To a man, my force
      deployed and defended against overwhelming odds knowing that they would all probably die. And they did so with
      unflinching courage and professionalism.
    


    
      I am sure that those appearing on the list were all deserving cases. But I could not understand why civilians who
      maintained essential services in the Falklands during the Argentine occupation, or servicemen who remained in the
      UK, were placed above those who fought so bravely in the hopeless task of trying to stop the invasion. The
      defence of South Georgia was honoured. Falklanders who assisted the Task Force were honoured. Those who showed
      gallantry in the recapture of the Islands were honoured. The defenders of Stanley were ignored. Understandably,
      my Marines were bitterly disappointed. I could not leave things like this and I wrote a formal letter of
      complaint.
    


    
      A week later I received a reply from Admiral John Fieldhouse, Commander in Chief Fleet. After investigating the
      matter, he found the citations were properly staffed. The original ten were first narrowed down to five, then
      forwarded to the MOD and to the Honours Committee in Whitehall, along with all the other recommendations from the
      Task Force, where they were judged on their merits. The result, therefore, could not be challenged. ‘It is a fact
      of life’, he finished, ‘that not every deserving case will be recognised’. It was through this response, and a
      face-to-face meeting with the Admiral at Northwood the following week, that I got a sense of what had happened –
      and what had gone wrong.
    


    
      I do not think, on reflection, that Naval Party 8901 was deliberately snubbed or ignored. However, I believe it
      was a serious mistake to put the citations for defending Stanley in the far larger ‘award hat’ of those showing
      gallantry in the recapture of the Islands, where they were simply swamped by numbers. The recapture may have been
      a close-run thing, but it was always in with a chance, which is more than can be said for our fight for the
      Falklands’ capital, which should have been treated on its own merits (as the well-rewarded action at South
      Georgia was).
    


    
      According to Admiral Fieldhouse, Falklands Governor Rex Hunt was involved in the consultation process, but it was
      Rex Hunt, not the Admiral or the MOD, who was our Commander-in-Chief on 2 April. It would have been far better if
      he had submitted all the Royal Marines citations, alongside those of the Falkland civilians he nominated (of whom
      twenty-four received honours, including former Marine Corporal Jim Fairfield (NP 8901, 1980–1), a resident of
      Stanley, who fought bravely alongside us). I think it was this procedural issue – the failure
      to separate the categories of defending the Falklands’ capital and recapturing the Islands – which was one of the
      main reasons for the lack of recognition. It was, and remains, a considerable injustice.
    


    
      Having failed to obtain any satisfaction from Admiral Fieldhouse, I petitioned Governor Rex Hunt directly. I
      suggested that perhaps the Falkland Islands could strike a medal for 2 April, for all the Royal Marines under my
      command and also the FIDF. Rex Hunt wanted the bravery of the Marines to be honoured. But on investigation, he
      found that the Falklands’ Dominion status prevented the creation of any medal.
    


    
      Life goes on. I went to Bahrain for three years (from 1984–7), training their Defence Force in Commando skills,
      not, I fear, with a great deal of success. I became Commanding Officer of the Royal Marines Reserve, Scotland,
      based in Glasgow, in 1989. I would leave the Corps in March 1992. Since then, I have visited the Falklands on a
      number of occasions and enjoyed the Islanders’ wonderful hospitality and companionship, and the fishing that I
      had promised myself for my tour of service there. And I always try to attend the Naval Party 8901 annual reunion,
      held on the nearest Saturday to 2 April, open to members of the 1981–2 and 1982–3 detachments, alongside those of
      HMS Endurance.
    


    
      On 8 December 1993 a simple but moving plaque was unveiled on the now demolished site of the Moody Brook
      barracks. It commemorates all the Royal Marines of Naval Party 8901 who lived and served on the Islands from
      1965–82. In writing this book, Michael Jones and I have hoped to enlarge on that commemoration and share a story
      we believe is well worth telling. And above all, we have wanted to pay proper tribute to the brave men under my
      command, those who fought with such professionalism and courage to defend Stanley against invasion, and those who
      came back to the Falklands to finish the job.
    

  


  
    

    Appendix


    The Battle for Stanley: Deployment of Naval Party 8901 by 2.15am on 2 April 1982


    
      A rolling system of defence was in place from the expected landing beach and the Airport back to the outskirts of
      Stanley.
    


    
      Beach Observation Post:
    


    
      Marines Milne and Wilcox [81–2]
    


    
      5 Section (Airfield):
    


    
      Corporal Duff, Corporal Gerard, Marines Clay, Hobbs, McCalhan and Sugden [81–2]
    


    
      1 Section (Hookers Point):
    


    
      Corporal Armour, Lance Corporal Clifton, Marines Alden, Brindley, Eccles and Parker [82–3]
    


    
      2 Section (just behind 1 Section, on Airport Road):
    


    
      Corporal Bryan, Lance Corporal Reynolds, Marines Betts, Brown, Coombs and Egan [82–3]
    


    
      3 Section (further back along Airport Road, by the VOR directional beacon):
    


    
      Corporal Johnson, Lance Corporal Black, Marines Branch, Butcher, Dronfield
    


    
      and Macleod [82–3]
    


    
      Troop HQ (Lookout Rocks):
    


    
      Lieutenant Trollope, Sergeant Shepherd and Marine Gibbs [82–3]
    


    
      4 Section was put on the western side of The Narrows with a Carl Gustav, with orders to sink the first
      Argentinian ship passing through it:
    


    
      Corporal York, Lance Corporal McKay, Marines Moor, Overall, Smith and Urand [82–3]
    


    
      6 Section was placed on Murray Heights, in case the Argentinians made a landing to the south:
    


    
      Corporal Carr, Corporal Williams, Marines Bennett, Bloye, Carr and George [81–2]
    


    
      Marine Berry was at the OP on Sapper Hill [81–2]
    


    
      RN Section (Hydrographers) was stationed at Government House:
    


    
      Lieutenant Ball, Lieutenant Todhunter, Chief Petty Officer Woodhouse, Petty Officers Smart and Vind, Leading
      Seamen Arnold, Lawson and Ward, Able Seamen McGrath and McMeekin (Leading Seaman Brook was at Port Louis, doing
      surveying work)
    


    
      The Ops Room (Major Gary Noott [81–2], Sergeant Short and Corporal Rounding [82–3]) was in Government House, with
      a garrison drawn from
    


    
      the Detachment HQ(DSM Muir, Marines Timms, Turner [82–3] and Tyler [81–2]), the Aministration Section (DQMS Bill
      Aspinall, Corporal Pares, Corporal Van Heerden, Marines Adey, Duncan, Evans, Tighe and Williams [82–3]) and a
      Government House Section (Corporal Sellen, Corporal Gill, Marines Dorey, Fairclough, Jones and Macdonald [81–2]
      and Jim Fairfield [ex-Corporal NP 8901, 1980–1]). DSM Noone [81–2] took charge of the Hydrographers. Medical
      cover was provided by LMAs Bradford [82–3] and Pickthall [81–2]
    


    
      My own Tac HQ (Marines Farnworth [82–3] and Patterson [81–2]) was just behind Lieutenant Trollope’s Troop HQat
      Lookout Rocks.
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        1. Antarctic survey ship and Falklands’ gunship: HMS Endurance, c. 1970.
        (Mike Norman)
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        2. Naval Party 8901 (1982–3) – on a field firing exercise during Preliminary Embarkation Training (with some of
        the detachment on other assignments). (Mike Norman)
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        3. Moody Brook Barracks – the ‘Belsen Block’ in the middleground. (Bernie Eccles)
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        4. Not an easy place to defend – Government House in more peaceful times. Unusually for the Falklands, it was
        screened by trees. The Argentines launched their attack from the high ground above. (Mike
        Norman)
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        5. The view of Stanley on entering the Narrows. (Imperial War Museum)
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        6. An aerial view of Stanley, showing the main features in and around the town. (Royal
        Marines Museum)
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        7. The Argentine attack on Government House, 2 April 1982. The inset shows the stages that led up to it: 1)
        1.35am: evacuation of Moody Brook; 2) 2.30am: first sightings made by the Forrest,
        off Mengeary Point; 3) 4.30am: distant sound of boats or helicopters heard to the south, in the direction of
        Port Harriet; 4) 5.00pm: second sightings by the Forrest, off Mengeary Point; 5)
        5.10am: additional sighting by the Forrest, smaller craft heading towards York Bay;
        6) 5.45am: Lighthouse Keeper reports four ships moving towards York Bay; 7) 6.05am: Argentine Special Forces
        attack Moody Brook Barracks; 8) 6.15am: Argentine Special Forces attack Government House. (Sunday Times
        Insight Team)
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        8. An overwhelming invasion force: nineteen Argentine Amtracks line up in Villiers Street, Stanley. Mrs Dot
        Keenleyside (with her grandson) had ventured out to do some shopping. (Rafael
        Wollman)
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        9. We wanted to carry on fighting: DSM Bill Muir in the gardens of Government House. (Rafael Wollman)
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        10. Marines of Corporal Lou Armour’s section – ordered to lay down their arms by Rex Hunt – leave Government
        House. (Rafael Wollman)
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        11. Royal Marines forced to lie down on Ross Road – propaganda in Argentina, a travesty of reporting in the
        United Kingdom. (Rafael Wollman)
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        12. Marines moved to the paddock next to Government House. (Rafael Wollman)
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        13. Lieutenant Trollope’s Troop HQand Corporal Bryan’s 2 Section leave their position, watched by the Bleaney
        family. They had been prepared to fight to the death. (Rafael Wollman)
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        14. The Argentine flag-raising ceremony – before the rope snapped! (Rafael Wollman)
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        15. The ‘departure lounge’ – leaving the Falklands on the evening of 2 April. I told an Argentine officer: ‘We
        will be back!’ (Royal Marines Museum)
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        16. Drinks on Mrs Thatcher! – Hotel Carrusco, Montevideo. Facing the camera: Michael Berry, Dave Carr, Mick
        Sellen, Nick Williams, Tel George, Ray Bloye and Jock Wilcox. (Ray Bloye/Press
        Association)
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        17. Governor Rex Hunt (foreground) and, left to right, Majors Gary Noott and Mike Norman meet Margaret Thatcher
        at 10 Downing Street (5 April). (PA Images)
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        18. ‘Bomb Alley’. (Royal Marines Museum)
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        19. 42 Commando digging in at Port San Carlos (25–8 May). J Company’s positions can be seen on the hillside
        across the water. (Royal Marines Museum)
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        20. 45 Commando starts its epic ‘yomp’, passing J Company’s position. (Royal Marines
        Museum)
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        21. In support of 2 Para: gathering Argentine prisoners at Goose Green. (Royal Marines
        Museum)
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        22. A rugged and hostile landscape: J Company rejoins 42 Commando on the mountains (3 June). (Royal Marines Museum)
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        23. Orders Group before the attack on Mount Harriet (11 June). In the front row, from left to right: Captain
        Peter Babbington (Commander, K Company), Captain David Wheen (L Company) and Major Mike Norman ( J Company).
        (Royal Marines Museum)
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        24. 10 Troop on Mount Harriet: Marines Wilf Smith and Jeff Urand. (Royal Marines
        Museum)
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        25. J Company advance into Stanley (14 June): leading the way, Marines Jeff Urand, Bernie Eccles and Jock
        Hunter. (Royal Marines Museum)
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        26. The FIGAS Seaplane Hangar: our new home on the outskirts of Stanley. It had been used by the Argentinians
        as a mortuary. (Royal Marines Museum)
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        27. Stanley smouldering after enemy arson attempts (the morning of 15 June). (Royal
        Marines Museum)
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        28. An abandoned Argentine 155mm gun on Airport Road. (Royal Marines Museum)
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        29. ‘The biter bit’: J Company busy at the disarming point on Airport Road. (Royal Marines
        Museum)
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        30. 10 Troop and a rather different flag raising (16 June). (Royal Marines Museum)
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        31. More checkpoint duties: Marines Brown and Coombs in the foreground. (Royal Marines Museum)
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        32. 10 Troop back on the Canberra, once more becoming Naval Party 8901. Back row:
        Parker, Brindley, Adey, Butcher, Van Heerden; second row from back: Trollope, Eccles, Smith, Moore, Duncan,
        Dronfield, Macleod, Evans, Williams, Hunter, Bradford, Tighe; third row from back: Short (back on Light
        Duties), Johnson, Overall, Rounding, Turner, Bryan, Urand; fourth row: Muir, York, Pares, Armour; front: Timms,
        Betts, Clifton, Brown, Branch, Alden, Egan, Farnworth, Coombs. (Marc Branch)
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