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April Fool

A sudden reprieve
RFﬁ Srrormness was emply. lssue stores
gone, domestic stores run right down,
military radio equipment gutted and stored,
replenishment rigs stripped, and all the rest
of the paraphernalia which makes an RFA
int an operational ship landed ashore, She
was an embarrassment to Portsmouth Dock-
vard, taking up valuable berths, serving no
purpnse, and gefiing In the way, Big, dumbb,
far, and happy, she was finally moved into a
drydock where, it was hoped, she would
cause no more frouble and where she would
merge inio the background, forgotien wnril
the time came to dispose of her,

i well remember going on the bridge tha
April Fool's Day 1982, counting the
dockyird wares that held her snugly {there
were about sixteen), and coming 1o the
reluctant but inevitable conclusion thai my
beloved ship necded no Capiain now. |
wenl home for the weskend.,

It owis s well as [ did, for we all
remsember whal happened on 2 Aprnl, My
livile yellow car has never before nor since
masde such good time akong the Dorsst and
Hampshire roads, Depression gone, full of
purpose, | hesiensd to rejoin my ship,
already a buzz of activiiy,

Freparations

The leisurcly de-store process was reversed
and became a frantic re-store programme.
In most cases the domestic stores wihich had
been landed could not be recovered without
being redemanded. The writing of siore
demand nodes started on Friday afternoon
and went on Lhmughnut uatil Tumda}'; h'_l,'
Wednesday afternoon virmually all demands
had been met. Ship's provisions were
topped up 10 the extent that for the first
week we ate ihe food thai fell out of the
fridges firsi.

Rebuilding the radio room started on
Friday 2 April and was completed in five
davs using a small team of ship's Radio
Officers plus two seconded to the ship for
ihe task.

The operational cargo was  initially
directed to be 7,500 man months of food
only. Howewer, this concept changed and
the decision was made 1o sail with as much
of the normal 15,000 man months of food
as possible, plus an outfit of Maval Stores.
We did not load the usual inflammables —
the demand for paint would not e high this
deplovment. Ammunition was loaded in its
place.

‘Adrpornt 8327 — destined to become the
San Carlos air strip — took up much of the
upper deck, together with an assortment of
chacons, minkcons and military plethora,
The convoys of lorries quewed af the ship's
side night and day. We could not charge the
battery-driven pallet trucks fast enough and
the clearway became littered with trucks
under repair or awaiting new batieries. And
it rained,

Meanwhile, preparations were going
ahead to cmbark roops, Mo, 4 Hold
upper-deck level {formerly the MNAAFI
sfore} was converted into a dormitory with
303 permanent bunks, shaving points and
mirrora, heaters, and a central recreation
space with daritboard and video. This
project  wis  started by Portsmouth
Dockyard on Saturday and completed on
Tuesday night. Plans were made ‘on the
backs of envelopes' — there was time fior
nothing  else, The final result was a
masterpicce of constructional ingenuity.
Most of the men who built this facility had
Just bBeen told they were (0 be made
redundant and were working with their
rédundancy notices literally in their back
pockets, This did not deter them for they
worked twenty-four hours & day o get the
job finished.

The ship®s galley was prepared to enable
upwards of 500 men to be fed daily — more
than four fimes it design ourput, A large
micro-wave oven was fitled, new work
surfaces erected, and equipment overhauled
and serviced. Two banks of ebectric 1éa urns
(six each side) were erecied at the after end
of the clearway — an area soon io become
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known as ‘Tea Urn Sguare’, A bank of
seven [oasters was put up immediately
outside the galley.

Lock-up spaces 0 the holds  were
allocated as armouries, the gyro room
became the lmpresi Office, the cadeis®
classroom the Ops Room, the Captain’s
Conference Room the Briefing Room, and
the Command Shelter an Orders Office,

Fimally came the men, On the moming of
Wednesday 7 April 429 Royal Marines of 43
Commando boarded the ship, We sailed at
18,00 with the Embarked Force manning
the sides, 1o a rousing and moving send off.

Organisation on the voyage

Ad last we were at sea and pow fhe first
priority became o establish an internal
ship's organisation to enable this sirange
mix of people, Roval Marnes, RFA
Officers, Stores Officers, Chinese Crew,
and Working Party 1o live and work
together. For this was no ferry run: we
would be grossly overcrowded for many
weeks, perhaps months — a potential recipe
for feud and friction.

As an army marches on its stomach, so a
ship floats on its bellv. Food and s
preparation was going o be enther the
biggest bone of contention or the sirongest
factor in smoothing the voyage. 45
Commando brought most of their cooks
with them, The galley was divided inio twa
with the smaller area being used 1o prepare
Chinese food plus food for the RM and
ship’s officers; the larger area wis handed
over 1o the BM cooks and catered [or the
semor and oiher ranks. All baking and
sweet preparation was done overnight, The
microwive became invaluable and every
piece of galley egquipment was puat 1o full
use, Delicate timing was required 1o enabile
the Chinese crew to cat separately from the

Marines; the Senior Kanks used the
officers” dining room with egually delicais
Himing,

Routines wereg established for laundry
and linen changes, wialer rationing {(one
shower a day) was instituted and properly
supervised. Deslgnated ship areas — RAS
pockets, clearway spaces, forecastle and
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flight deck when available, were allocated
for use by the Marines for lectures, PT
drills, et¢. Gradueally, through attention to
mundane detall, an orderly organisation
developed which was 1o stand the rest of
time right theough the operation.

And so the first leg of the voyage
continued in fine, balmy weather. We
crossed the equator with the wsual hilaricy,
Ao uneelieved diet, for the troops, of flms,
videos, and training, training, training; for
the ship, replenishment afrer
replenishment. The barines wore the decks
smooth running and jumping in their beots.
Every spare space in the ship was taken up
with small groups weapon (raining, map
reading, equipment checking, first aid
becturing. Mever still, never idle,

A conflict of roles

We arrived at Ascension on 20 April and it
was  here the conflice betwesn  our
amphibious  and  replenishment  roles
became mosi noticeable. E'I.'I!'.I'}H.'II:IE wanled
Srtromness for everything — and all at the
same time. There were ships (o be ssued
with beer, food, and stores (in that order of
priorityvl, amphibiosity 1o be exercised, 415
loads 1o be collected from RFA Regens as
she passed the island and finally the Flest
Target Group 1o embiark and disembark
{we were (oo committed 1o other things 1o
fly them}). This conflict was to continwe and
whilst, with pgood planning and
considerable effort, it was possible to fulfill
barth poles, there 15 o doubt in my mind
that ecach suffered at the expense of cthe
other. Whilst | appreciate that in the
circumatances there was mo other oplion,
for the future beware multi-role concepts,

Fresh water

Fresh water became a problem. Mo maiter
how hiktrd we rationed, the evaporators just
could mot cope. How we longed for the
waler carrer Ford Toremie 10 appear, and
when she did, how glad we were 1o see her.
Chur first meeting was on 5 aiay when we
replenished all night and loaded 733 tons —
we had been down to less than 20 per cent,
As the water was being pumped across
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evervone had a shower, the laundry warked
full blast and dawn revealed the ship
festooned  with  drying  personals  —
opportunitics had not besn missed! This
was the start of & long and happy
relationshipp and  before  we  left  he
Falklands we had taken 2,500 tons of fresh
wiater lrom Fost Toronio — all of it at sea.

Defence preparalions

On sailing from Ascension it became fime
to gird our loins in earnesi. We had no
armament other than the GPMGs of 45
Commando, and noe iraining. Always inihe
past the aim had been the maintenance of
the KFA cvilian staius and even defensive
weaponry had been decreed to compromise
thar status. Little thought had been given to
how we were 0 defend owrselves, T am
pleased to say that things are different now,
Our ships are being fivted with chaff and
small-<¢alibre rapid-firing weapons. They
are being willingly and efficienily operated
by our ewn men who care not for their
status bui do care deeply about their abiliny
to defend themselves,

On this occasion no one doubted that we
would become a targed, and we were
determined to fight back, The engine room
became known as Krupps Factory for its
ability to manufaciure machine gun mounes
and arc of fire stops — all ad kov and made
from scrap metal, but effective nong the
less, There were so0 many ships in close
company that it was difficull 1w ged clear
arcs for live firing exercises, but we
achisved a few and confidence grew. The
GPMG remained our only weapon and,
whilsl perhaps noi all that effective agains
aircraft, it was wery reassuring. When 43
Commando disembarked we were down (o
only four puns — manned by the aay-
behind party. The most we ever had
mounied was eighteen at one time (wsing
ihe trogps from 5 Brigade), | was rélably
informed ihis represented 20,600 rounds

per minute into the air — a formidable
barrage.
The wvoyage sowth continued, The

Marines buili up their exercize and training
schedules until, to our imexperienced eyes,

the level of activity became frantic, There
was calculated method in their apparent
madness and events proved how, after over
six weeks afloar and cooped up in the very
limited confines of & ship, they achieved
peak physical and peychological fitness by
D" Day 21 May. A truly remarkable feat in
itself,

Emergency stalions

Ar 0242 on 21 May the ship weni quietly oo
emeTgency  stations. Two  navigational
teams had been fully briefed on the entry
and anchorage plan 50 that in the event of
casualiies on the bridge, the ship wouwld siill
be able to make the anchorage. Each team
had its own set of charts and instruments,
All went well and we anchored in Falkland
Sound. It was an ecric experience — a
bewutiful starlit early morning, the shore
clearly visible, The tracer curved lazily over
Fanning Head and the regular crack of the
4.55 echoed around the ships, The landing
craft looked like radio-conirolled models,
circling and heading inshore. Finally, at
10,30, our Royal Marines gone, the ship
quict and unnaturally empry, we weighed
and reanchored in San Carlos.

The story of San Carlos has been told
moany timees, suffice it 1o say that Siromness
escaped unscathed on 26 May, having
discharged all the military cargo.

The next lask took s to South Georgia,
tgking with us the poor, unfortunate
Covertry survivors, 1o meet the QF 1 and
collect more troops and more ammunilion,
Those of us forfunate encugh to have seen
that bleak island will never cease to wonder
at its magnificence, The QF II looked drab
and small against the mouniaing and
gliaciers. But we had little time to siand and
stare, Four hindred and fifieen troops from
L] Erig,ade El'l1|!l;,|r|n:'r.‘| and i_l,mmuniﬁq:ln f':'a;lm
Lycaon filled the holds and overflowed into
the clearway — palleis double banked
almost its entire length., Back inte San
Carlos feeling very vulnerable and knowing
now how the other ammunition ships felt,
thinking thar ar least it would be guick and
spectacular, But again we were lucky — the
heavy owercast and menacing rapier
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batierics deterrad the low fiyers. The iroops
and ammo were off-loaded in one day and
it was back o South Georgia,

The ‘Noaling grocer’

This time ihe emphasis was not on bullets
but on bread. We were to revert to
iraditional role and again become the
‘floating grocer’. The weather was unkind
and twice we dragged across Cumberland
Bay 'with MV Zprome sirapped alongside,
Fokohama Fenders sgueered o a mere
eightcen inches. But each time we separated
without oo much damage, In four days we
filled to capacity with fresh (albeii four
weeks obd), frozen, and dry provision, It
was only when we examined the stocks ihat
we discovered the “grear yeast famineg” —
tons and tons of breadmaking Nowr, bt
anily enopgh veast 1o bake of 4 very small
propofiion of it Two tons of yeast was
eveniually airdropped by Hercules and
brought into Stanley, where we collecied
and disiribuied it 1o the ships,

Wi spent the latier part of the campaign
and the Mrst two weeks of the peace
delivering groceries. It was in this role that
we desperately missed not having our own
helicopter.  Almvosi  everything went by
Vertrep — fine when the receiving ship had
a helicopter, but sometimes very difficult
when neither ship had one, Many a time did
we achieve a few loads here and a few more
there purely because of the persnasive
powers of the Flight Deck Officer and the
kindness of a passing pilot. We musi nod
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build any more modern BFAS withou
organic Verirep.

The fighiing ends

Without doubt the gremest day  for
Srromeess was 23 June when 45 Commando
re-ambarked. We had followed their battle
closely. It was good to see them and the
champagne we had been saving soon
disappeared, It was an honour 1o take them
on to Ascension, whence they flew home.

This was onr Fimal daty, For we fod cams
north  from  Ascension 0 arrive  in
Portsmouth on 19 July., MNever have the
green fields of England looked guite so
green as they did thae day.

As o purely private record of thoss
mamentous days, my Mavigalor compiled 3
diary of events for us all 1o keep. | was
asked 1o write the introduction:

This linke diary cells the story of the moes
important one hundred and three days in the hife
of our ship.

She was baill =ome sixleenm  wears ago
specifically o do whar she has just done and it Is
fitting, m the twilight of her years, thatl she
successfally achieved her most difficult sk
There were moments of high drama but there
were many  mose moments of  lght-heared
humowr. We shall mever forgel how the Chief
Offlcer adopied a grear white tern, who fought
the San Carlos  battlke with ws and  was
affectionately called Mabel. Nor will we ever
forget how pretty the Argentipian planes looked
i Lhey glinted in the sunshine.

Serompess has always besn a lecky ship and
was on Lhis occassen. (Mhers were nol and we

shall not forgel them.
1L.B.D.



