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820 Naval Air Squadron in
Operation Corporate

{Oue o delays in she desparch of rwll from
an aperational ship, thisconiribusion arrived
foo fate for inclusion with similar aréicles
Jromt HMS Invincible published in the April
1983 issue—Editor.)
OPEMTIHH CORPORATE began for
B20 Squadron on the moening of
2 April with the recall of all personnel from
leave, HMS Irvincibde had returned only
the week before from two major Mato
exercises: JMOC 821 in the North 5za and
Alloy Express in Norway. Due to the short
time e xh'lp- was pl;?ull"u:d ter be ah’tll:lg;ildl:
prior o a Mediterranean deployment the
aircraft had, wnusually, remained on board
ower leave, Consegquently (he squadron was
ar a high operational state, having recently
experienced  oold  weather  amphibiows
aperations and also having all its equipment
already onboard.

The recall proceeded without difficulty
and all Squadron personnel were onboard
by Sunday, 4 April. The Squadron also
received extra personnel to take us from
peacetime 1o wartime manning slandards
giving us [4 crews and 11 Sea King Mark 33,
rather than our usual 11 and 9 respectively.

Whilst primarily an ASW sgquadron, i
was realised at an sarly stage that we could
be called upon to perform many of the
secondary roles such as SAR, loadhifting,
cte. and, immediately favineible was clear
of Portsmouth, work began 1o build up
proficiency at these, and to expand on
cupericnes recently gained in IMC 821 and
Alloy Express. Many defecis in equipment
were highlighted at an early stage: a GPMG
mounting for the Sea King Mark § was
designed  and  manufactured by the
Sguadron in twenty-four howrs, and these
were later in greai demand by oiher
squadrons. The aircraft themselves were
repainted in o new “low visbility” fimish.

The aircralt performed extremely well
throughowt the conflict in whatever role
they were called upon to operate. Aircraft

availakilitv was in the high ninety per cents,
a remarkable figure for any helicopter,
From 1 April until T Auguar the gircralt had
flown awver 4,100 hours, 2,200 of them in
the active ASW role where most
unserviceabilities oceur, An examination of
the various roles that the Squadron was
tasked with demonstrapes clearly the
flexibility  that any MNaval Helicopter
Squadron must possess and highlights the
value of the helo ai sea,

Active ASW

This was the Squadron’s primary role. Owver
LM hours active ASW were floan in
under 3 months, the majority of 1 a1 nighi
or IMC. An ASW screen was instigated on
leaving Ascension Island on 18 April and
was not withdrown ontil 17 June, with 3
aircrall from 820 and E26 Sguadron
permanently on task, Areraft were armed
initially with 1 torpedo and 1 depth charge
bui this was increased to 2 depth charges as
we moved southwards from hot conditions
o colder weather. The depth charges
proved wery wuseful in  classifying any
contacts held and sorting out the initial
confusion caused by the large amouni of
marine hife,

The weather was generally far worse
from a flving wiewpoini than we had been
led to expect. Thick fog was a familiar sighi
and the *poor visibility approach® recovery,
previously an emergency procedure only,
became the standard method. It was very
succesaful and ajrerafl were oflen recoveresd
in visibility of 3 metres or 5o,

Initially there were many contacis called
by both helos and ships, but after a *settling
in' period the number of contacts called
decreased as ‘Monsubs® were classified as
such ai & much earlier stage, Both depth
charges and torpedoes were dropped on
contact but there was no evidence of
cimage to any submarings. Having workesd
with subsmmarines of a similar type o the
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Argentinian 209 in Alloy  Express,
cveryone realised the difficulty of detection
of such a small boal and any conlagis
gained were prosecuted fully.

The value of an ASW screen lies in its
deterrent  capability, and therefore the
screen in the South Atlantic can be said 10
hawve been 100 per cent effective: no ships of
the force suffered damage by submarines.

Surface search

Surface search i a role that is regularly
priviised by ASW squadrons and it came as
o surprise o be tasked for such duties,
The endurance of the %ea King allowed
large areas of sea to be searched, problems
only arising when "mother” departed from
the pre-briefed MLA and omiled, or was
unable because of emcon policy to pass the
mew course and speed to the helo. There
were  several close shaves as  adreraft
returned to where the ship should have been
and found only water and mindmum land on
fucls were adjusied s a result. Another
difficulty encountered was the need (o
positively  identifly any surface oconlacts
gained. This could only be done wvisually
and crews were obviously reluctant to
approach close enough 1o visually identify
small  wessels, armed with only a
GPMG.

Surface search sorties were conducted by
both  day and night in  all  weather
conditions. It was an 820 Sguadron aircraft
on surface search that imtially spotied the
Narwal, which was engaged on surveillance
of the task group. This wessel was later
seized and sunk.

Search and rescue

All squadron alrcraft were permanently
SAR capable whatever their primary
tasking and could be called upon at any
time 1o carry oul SAR ops. The Squadron
was involved heavily in this feld, plcking
up <rews from two ditched Sea Kings,
survivors  from  Sheffield and  Atlaniic
Convepor and picking up a8 Sea Harrier
pilot 10 miles east of Port Stanley after 4
aircraft spent B hours searching up o 120
miles away rom the ship, Most of these
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SAR ops were af night where ithe Sea King
has unrivalled SAR capabilities,

Loadlifting /vertical replenishmeni

Due to the size and composition of the task
foree and the nature of operations the Sea
King was in constant demand for verirep
and HDE. This demand was exnaggeratesd by
the large number of personnel having to be
transferred between ships, and the high sea
aften preventing RFA flights from flying
bhecause of their decks being out of
limits.

The transfer of stores and armament Wwas
g continuwous process  throughout  the
aperation, and was responsible for a large
number of flying hours and often strained
hoth crews and aircrall availabihity, Durng
the  hostilities  period  of  Operailon
Corporate roughly 28 per cent of flying
hiours were HDS Verirep soribes, and this
imcreased markedly after the surrender
when a daily HDS of several aircraft o Port
Stanley with both stores and personnel was
instiiuted.

Lioads were transferred in high seas and
at night with minimal lighting and only
three loads were lost, a performance aided
considerably by the work wp in this role on
the way down to Ascension Island.

Mlililary suppor

The bulk of the military supporl operatlons
were carried ow by a two  alreraft
detachiment based ashore at San Carlos
settlement and initially tasked for nighe
surface search of West Falkland 1o oy o
detect any resupply vessels approaching at
might, Although these were flown 0
conditions where our own  forces had
tactical air superiority, precaulions were
taken against cnemy air amack which
included dedicated “fhighter evasion' sorties
against Sea Harriers of 801 Squadron which
had demonstrated that a helicopter is not an
casy target for a “fase jer’ fghter 1o antack,
Repainting the aircrafi to war paint scheme
had reduced the conspicuousness of the
anreraft, although the rotor blades were sill
a problem, As described before, a 7.62
GPMG was also fitied in the cabin door.
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The walug of having a radar in the
arcraft, ewen on  mililary  suppont
operaiions, was emphasised when an B0
Sca King was able 10 fly the Commander
Land Forces to Port Stanley to accept the
surrender when darkness and driving snow
precluded PNG  operations.  After the
surrender the reguirement for night surface
search was cancelled, and the aircraf:
ashore were retasked lor trooping and
leadlifing, again demonsirating  ther
versatility. A squadron aircraft was also
provided to act as & gunship during the
boarding and subsequent sinking of the
Marwal,

Miscellaneous lasking

There were many ‘one off” tasks which we
were also called on to perform, including
CASEVAC, dropping chaff o confuse
enemy radar, acting as decoys, and
calibrating radars. The basic rule on any
gorlie was 1o remain fTexible and expect to
be retasked for anyihing,

Engineering aspeois

As i principle it was decided that wartime
servicing would not be introdeced unless i
becams absolutely necessary in order Lo
provide the required number of aircraf,
and in fact the need 1o use wartime
servicing with irs greater flexibility did no
cocur. During the period 24 engines, 34
main rotor bBlades, 14 fail rotor blades,

3 gearboxes, and F rotor heads were
changed. The  high siandard of
serviceability was @ reflection on the great
elforis of the mainlenance team who
worked long hours often only by torchlight
to pet the mircraft ready.

Summary

The helleopter in general, and the Sea King
in particular, was indispensable 1o the
sucoess of Operation Corporate. Far from
being a ‘primary role only® wvehicle, the
Mark 3 Sea King proved ilself a totally
effeciive general purpose helicopier ihat
has excecded all expeciations of reliability
and adaptability, and aircraft serviceability
was extremely high.

It i3 of significance too, that 70 per cent
of the aircrew involved were in their first
front line tour, Tt is a credit o their training
thai they were able to fy confidenitly and
competently in conditions that even the
highly éxpenienced fowund demanding.
There is little doubt that this training and
ithe experience gained during itwo winer
cxercises considerably eased the transition
to wartime flving and despite the heavy
flying programme, with each crew
averaging around 270 hours, mo proflems
of fatigus were encountered during the
longest period  of continuous  flying
operations carried oul by any air group in
the Royal Mavy, if not elsewhere.
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