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Logistics Operations on Ascension Island — 1982

HEN the patrol delivered ey passport

o my home in deepest Devon and a
pusser’s black car arrived all on a Saturday
marning o take me w0 Nonhwood, [ knew
something serious was afood. Arpentina had
invaded the Falklands.

[ had been between appointments and working
on a paper on the officer complementing of the
Type 23 fnigate. A friend in the quieter resches
of Admiralty had put haimsell on the distribution
|.1F.'.|Er|.a|s Lo amel from Eup-r.um Mick Barker in
HMS Erdurance and s0 we had shared much
pnerriment following the exchange of messages.
OF cowrse it was nod troe that the Argentines had
no imtemiion io invade the Falklands — they had
several plans and had rehearsed the operation,
The problem was that London retused to beleve
the evidence. By chum and I had been on a ran
ashore in Buenos Adres in 1969, he had been
Lir the Falklands {ihen a rare thing) and now had
an Angho-Argentine wife, | speak some Spanish
and i 1971 1 had jeined a expedition 1o the
Andes which ook me across Chile and the
Argentine. Dur knowledge of the scene added
spice o our illicit reading,

At Monbwood the Commander in Chiel
twrned from more pressing matlers wo say "Ah,
Peter: you're the man who's going 1w Ascension
Islared, [ wanl you to go oul there and make
things work, Good heck.” That was it: the best
bricfing and the shorest [ have ever received.

Twenty-four hours later, joined by the 5&3
desfting ermmergency relief party with its leader,
FCEA Monh, and by Commander Tory Woods
and his tzam from Yeovilton, we were airborme
in a Hercules, Gibraliar during a brief stop
seemed eenly gueet. The guardian Lynx
Morth Fromd was wnwswal and foreboding.
Ascension Island from the Mlighideck windows
1 & howrs laer confirmed expeciations gleaned
from reading the Admiralty chart, the Souwth
Atlantic Pilot and the slimmest of references in
the Kingsbridge library. About the size of the
Isle of Wight, almost inaccessible from the sea,
rocky and barren without even a fringe of
swaving palm tress, life sustained by weekly
flights from America and quarter]ly supply ships
from England, and about to be shaken gently
intex the Twenteth Century.

Ten years on from the Falklands War, when
lessoms related wo logistics were learmt, and since
other lessons from the Gulf War are also likely
o highlight the importance of logistics, it may
be timely w0 review what happened on
Ascension Island between early April amd the
muiddle of July 1982, 1 will try o do this by
examining sorme of the asks which arose on
Ascension and by describing how problems
were approached and solved.

A cautvoasly worded signal wo the Task Force
had said something to the effect that there might
be an opportunity to pass o small amount of
urgenily meeded airfreight through a temporary
pirhead on Ascension Island, From the firsg
meamend of arrival 1 was clear that the lask was
greater by several orders of magniude, New
arrivals put their kit down on the runway and
turned o, There wene theee carly priorities: io
orgapise the airhead, w accommodate our
people apd those who were following, and io
feed them.

The airhead

As we arrived, several Hercules had already
visited Ascension Island, Their cargoes sat
bunkered on the apron, just & they had been
unloaded amd waiting inspection. Advanced
clements of the Fleer Alr Arm were assembling
Lynx helicopiers and painting oat aircrafi
markings,

The Joint Services prionty code for stones and
movement is not a sharp surgieal instrument.,
O stores demands. ane upgraded, everything
moves up in prienty, In any case, once the
girbridge was apen amd worked up there was
liile control over the flow of material to the fect
further souih, Some items resching the airhead
did look suspiciously like ironing boards. The
method which we adopied from the beginning,
and seemed to owork well throughout, was
simple. Arriving air carge was sored by
cistomer oode, assembled into convenlent
heheoprer loads (1 decided w0 assume a Wessex:
wee worked h-_|. rule of thumb, one |'|-E'I.I"|‘!ﬁ|.|E'[ for
@ Wessex, two for Seaking, thres or four
depending on shape, for a Chisook) and then
fo relate loads e known and amticipated
movements of ships. Packages were not opened,
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s withowt 2 package or gireay bill number we
could od answer queries from anderstandably
trustrated ships wha asked to know, “Where is
the new grzmo for my broken gadger?’ Working
continuously during daylight hours, we soon
celebrated the first 1,000,000 [bs of airfreight,
we toasted the first 10,000 00 [bs of freight
ard then we stopped counting.

Accommodation

The next priorty  was  accommodation,
Familiarity with Portland DISTEX had prepared
me for what 1 was 10 find on g recce of the
sland. Ther: was some sccommodation bo be
wrzsied from the warious authorities on the
island such as Cable & Wireless. there were
derelict buildings 1o be renovated, and sites for
tended accommodation 10 be selected, Five
artificers waiting to poan thear LSLs were formed
into an engineering leam, given access (o the
CE&W and BBC stores and orders to prepane
hasic accommodation, Soon portable buildings
of every descniption began to arrive, flai-pack,
comcerting, amd inflatable, The climate was kind
(@ permanent breeze mitigated the heat, there
were only very occasional heavy showers, the
nights were balmy) bul living conditions were
permanently overcrowded and unsanitary, We
wizre undoubdedly lucky to experience mo major
health problems.

Catering

Small numbers could be fed on repayment in
the PANAM canteen, but as numbers grew
mpidly and wunpredictably it was  claarly
incumbent upan the British forces w cater for
themselves. The analopgy with a Porntland
DISTEX grew. Fueld kitchens were needed and
these were initially manned by the RAF's Fizld
Cofering  Support Unit. Mext we needed
provisons: o evemng | reckoned we had
about 24 hours' rations left on Ascension and
I organised a press gang o seize the rations
which a certain formed wmin were guarding
jealously — until force of habit caused them to
retire for tea! 1 also enjoved replving to
DGSTIND's signal exhorting me 0 make
maximum use of local purchase, though later
I was wilfully to misinterpret this signal for
ancther purpose. Soon we had 406 refrigerated
comdainers flown in. had taken over a disused
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warchowss in the harbour area, and CPOCa
(mow LI} Peter Hayward had established a
moddel, 1sland-wide distribution system. Within
a few weeks there wene over 1,000 &
the ration strength. Eventually when nosthbound
HMS Splendid signalled in her LOGREC.
perhaps tongue-in~cheek, for strawherries and
cream for B we were able to provide,

Transpari

With the camps and the airfield in four main
locations and separated by several miles of sun
Baked roads, wansport became a high prioricy,
Bicycles featwred prominently on the airficld:
the RE Colonel and his Major on engineering
recce werg given a motorbike. 845 Squadron’s
OCRM, L1 Mark Ellis, wok charge of five
doctors and  organised a motley feet of
transport, some hired from the BBC and others
commandesred from waiting wnits. The island
bus service did well unthl the doctors had to join
thelr ships. 1 was not amused when on the
morning after professional MT siaff took over.
thie bus service collapsed — the drvers nesded
their compulsory rest period.

Manpower

During the neat few weeks I was to recall
frequently Divake"s demand that *T must have the
gentlemen bo haul and draw with the manrer,
amd  the mariper  with  the  pentleman
oo and T would know him that would refrain
i0 sei his hand to a rope | . ° Manpower was
abways in short supply. specialist teams could
be called out from UK and when they did arnve
iended #0 be good, but numbers only exacerbaied
internal administrative problems and took our
eye off the main responsibility which was o
ships and operations in the South Atlantic,
Specialists also tend fo ad like Plymouth
Brethren when faced with tasks outside their
profession. When mot employed on their primary
aims, Tused every man available. Writers were
employed as cooks and sccountants, doctors as
drivers, ordnance amificers as plumbers and
builders. Sailors proved themselves to be
especiilly flexible. perhaps it is becawse of our

all-of-one-company ethic,

Regulatimg
There was litde contral over the flow of people
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anto the island, but we neaded at least o register
the arrivals, to sort them as iranskents or as
would-be residents, and to house them. There
hud even been a small number of minor
disciplinary problems. Then there was the need
o regulate the growing camps, Specialist leams
for each of these functions might have been
better, but would hawe added to our problems.
Enter Li Ermie Lord and his tcam of BN
regulators, who from their billet in a 1%9h
century jailhouse, cheerfully underiook all these
tasks!

Orgunismiion

By this ume | had gathered a staff with
comssderable expenise, We met daily o cxaming
roufine matiers and emerging problems. We
thought partscularly carefully about the necd fo
call in exira people and usually there was some
iri-service debaie abowt who would be most
suitable for any given task. The organisation
Iooked like this:

JOINT LAOGISTICS

M5

his great achievement was loying a pipeline to
ihe mirhield from the fuel farm in Clarence Bay
some thres miles away.

Waler
Problems over water, laundry and hygiene
illustrate 3 number of festures abowt tagks on
Ascension Island. In the nineteanth century the
RM parrison had gathered water from a
dewpond on Green Mountain. By 1982 there
were bwo separate supplies, by tanker and by
desalination, bo the Americans at the airfield and
the civilizns elsewhere, There were also
different rates of consumption: at the airfield
there was encugh fresh water to satisfy keen
gardeners, The two systems had no cross
connection, and in April 1982 one of the BEC
desalination planis was under mainfenance.
Restricting consumpiion would have been un-
diplomatic, o the BEC plant had to be brought
foreard and another plant built by the RE.
There was no laundry, which increased water
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My 1o foremost aides were Majors Roy
Lennox RAQC and Peter Hill RE. Major Roy,
with his omniscient siaff ables, looked afier the
HO) organisation and supervised, for example,
our moves from a wooden hut, into tenis and
eveniually imo portable cabinsg. Magor Peter mot
only wok over all the engmeering tasks,
inGluding assembling a desalination plam and
feparning the English Bay sevwage works, bul

consumplion by individuals and presented a
hygieme risk. The first attermptl 10 solve this
proflem brought oul some decrepit WWII
vintage trailers from UK which aciually added
to our problems. A deeper recce of the island
— wi were forever !ﬁEi:I.TIL‘hIDE for more roofs
— had identified a 1%6is laundry. On a 24hour
wisat to the island by a TA Major (very harmedly
recrurbed, [ thoughi), we obtaimed spares o sed
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this laundry to work, but the Pioneer Corps were
unfamiliar with the equipment. This problem
hacl a unigue solution: HMS Exeter’s Chiness
laundry crew, having declined the opportunity
o see the Falklands at chose quarners, were wold
they could not leave Ascensbon Island for
seCurity reasons, bt if they were willing to run
a laundry service for a few weeks. . .

Civic relations

The great lowndry crisis had besn partly
precipitated by the lack of ofber facilities on the
sland, A large number of men took up jogging
und ran barechested m order fo avoid the
diml:ull_r af w:.ﬁl'l.'ing their shirs afterwands,
This offended conservative sensibilities and
caused compiains from civilians reskdents abour
lewdness. The key to this was that very many
of the British and Americans, woalling with their
families abowt 400, had come w this remote
island io escape the modern world, and so thair
inatial curicsity about British forces had, 16 soome
cases, worn very thin, The one shop on the
ilandl wis run by MAAFI, MAAFT staft in
MAAFI uniforms, selling NAAFI items, but
with the important difference that it was run
under contract 1o the Losdon Users” Commites,
representing HBC, C&W, e, charged huge
prices and was resupplied only every two
maaths by the BMS 5f Helena oul of Bristol,
Troops could ot upderstand why access fo their
apparently familiar NAAF] was restricted, apd
the islanders resented their shop manning owt of
nuity and even staple goods. The balance was
redressed once EFL, the uniformed branch of
MAAFIL, had se1 up a dedicated shop for the
British forces with mew lnes of goods which
bepan w leak scooss woothe civillan population,
and HMS Everer's sew-sew began w offer a
dreas making service 1o the ladies, There were
also significamt green issues on the island about
turtle breeding beaches and wideawake terns
and other birds.

At official level civil relations wene condwcted
waith the island s Adminstrator, from the FCO,
and the heads of the organisations working on
the island. There were few problems, once we
had reached an acoommodation which included,
for instance, nd overflying the church during
services, and volunary restrictions on using
civilian clubs to the polnt of drinking them dry.
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The RE starbed a programmes e nepair paths and
bridges on Green Mountain, the BM beat
retreal, Commander Brtish Forces invited
guests o a cockiall party, Individually the
islanders responded superbly  and  wath

patriptism o all manner of calls for assistance,

wheiher making gun  spigots  in C&W
wirkshops or enfemaining survivors on their
way norh.

These were other tasks (oo, such as preparing
for caswalty evacuation and to support & field
hespatal, though mercifully this was not nesded
There was planning a POW camp {those staff
tables told ws how many rolls of barbed wire
by order, and though in the end we kept 1he
prisoners on ships wntil i1 was tme for them o
board their Red Cross light w Montevadeo, |
brushed up on the Gemcva coaventions in
English and Spanish, There were wrecked cars
b by as targets for troops o practise firings,
ranges for them o 2ero-ise their weapons, and
ope day, which seemed like & haliday, 10 stop
work at the airfield and watch rehearsals for
i haliborme  assault. There was also our
own internal and operabonal security 10
comnsader,

Shipping

There was also control of shipping, Initally we
stared RFA Forr dwsiin using lighters from an
old stome pierhcad and its single crane, laier
augreented by a mobile, Once the amphibious
force arrived the mexefloats, which could not
b moored, had fo be constantly craned in and
ol of the waber: wie scemed always o have them
in the wrong place. The visiting tanker was
il gaedled by floating pipeline: later the station
tanker had a permanent pipeline rigged . There
was constant boal braffic, even a wisiting
yachisman, though e decided o stay just long
caough o replenish his beer stocks! Mosi of
these thsks were delepgated 1o the newly
appoinded harbourmaster, a Leading Seaman,
iOine of my duiies was to board the Danish MY
Aex, boand for the Falklands wath supples,
inspect her cargo and detain ber al Ascension,
Since T could make mysell wnderstosd in
Swedish o the Danish crew, this led wthe
suggeation that she be allowed 1o procecd sowth
o Port Stanley with me onboard in a covert rode
— ot taken up.
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Communications

Initially our communications were wosful | Hard
copy routed vin Chelienham could not be
dhstributed gquickly on the island. D555 was, as
ever, worse than using underwaier elephone,
Communications improved only once the RAF
browght in ASMA. Scon there was near
iNstaniancous, SCCURt COMMMURICAtions using
keyboards and dsplay screens via satellne and
HQ 18Gp 1o the Fleet Supply Oifficer in
Maorthwood using messageboands and todes. 1
was also able to use ASMA to generate simple
databases, wsing word processing  and
spreadshests, to help administer evenis on the
islaml, One can only ask why it took the RN
a0 long v adopt o similar system for secare,
voiceless,  personal  poim e poind
OV FCatlons.

The USAF

Some readers may wonder why, so far, [ have
not mentioned the USAF. Most works of
reference and every media article T have read,
talk about the LIS base on Ascension. Let me
pul that in perspsctive, NASA, NEA, GCHO,
BBC, South African Cable Company, and
C&W each had various stations on the island:
the ather prominen player on the sland was
PANAM, contracted by the USAF o run the
airfield. The 10,000 feer runway had been built
on Ascension for strategic purposes, but the
associated facilities were mothballed. There was
one regular Mgt each week to/from CONUS
and ope a fornight en route 1o South Africa.
The sode Amercan uniformed person was one
rather hemused USAF 11 Caol, later joined by
a permanently astonished Major who was
overwhelmed by the British abiliy to improvise,

The RAF

Of the 1,200 plus personnel who were
eventually accommodated on the island 80%
were in support of RAF Operabons, Airpower
may be almighty, bua it is impormant i remember
in any fulure operation thet 1 requires a complex
infrastructure, relies on host nedion suppor, and
Bvery manpower intensive, The Seakings and
Chinooks were invaluable, as were the C130
transports of the *Truckies™: all were essential
b the maval operations from Ascension 1sland.
Fiut Ciperation Blackbuck, though a masterly wir
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operation, and the multiple lsunches from
Wideawake were certainly dramatic, only
achieved one bomb on the runway ai Sianley.
The Vulcan bombers and Victor tankers and all
their associated air and groumd crew placed
imimense pressure on Ascension Island s fragile
resources, 50 thal Blackbuck probably had a
worse effect on friendly operations al Ascension
than it did the Argentines. Even the Nimrnods
were ineffeciual, especially when superior
informeation was available from space. Worse,
they were misleading to the Task Force
Commander'. Moreover their repont of an
Argenting freighter with a judas line caused a
securily scare, leahng o Phantoms and BAF
Regiment being hased on the sland thus cusing
Vel e Sifain on Pesournces.

Advice

Even in 12 short weeks on the island ibere was
plenty of advice, with not less than six visits by
staff officers advising on manapement structurcs
and  organisations. Each  imvariahly
recommended thit his parent service should take
awer. One of these sall officers wore the first
pair of desert boots 1o arrive on the sland,
though ke was gquickly relieved of them. [ was
reminded of Hotspur's complaint in Heary TV
abowt the staff officer. The only visitor who was
of great value was DGST(NY's man, Paul
Kirtley, who judged the situation, signalled for
maore MHE, and meamwhile took his coaf off
and torned to with the rest of us

Lessoas
Ascension Island 1982 may nol represent a
typacal problem o naval logistcs, bon e
lessons are surely relevant soll, and some are
ageless.

Aderinizrrartone. The  Ascension  Island
experience taught me that however good your
admanestration 15 # miast nod be ngid, bud mther
flexible and responsive. The test of sound
administration is its ability o respond 0 the
unusuil and unexpected,

Cir-aperation, [ have been privileged to work
al various Hmes with our two sisber services
including being president of a large tri-service
mess, and 1wo appoimments o the central

' Sir Sandy Wondwand. “One Hundned Days” 1992 page 108
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staff in the Ministry of Defence. We may be
robust, even rude, about our cultural
differences, but we had best learn about each
other’s capabilities and characteristics.
Flexibilirg, Flexihility, including a broad
knowledge of affairs ouowside any narrow
specialisation, is essential for success.
Economy of efforr. The navy does not
pormally contemplate fighting 2 war from a
desert island — though [ would remind the
reader that Ascension Island was m commission
for 1615 o 193 as HMS Ascension and
commanded for most of that period by a Roval
Marines officer — but economy of resources
as well as effort is clearly essential.
Concentration of efforr. Our efforts were
constantly dilwed by pressure o become inward
leoking amd ooncenirate oo ingernal
adrministration of troops on the island rather than
affairs further south. Capeain Bob Mac{uween's
sterling effors to prevent this hoppening may
have besn insufficiently recopnised,
Selecrion and Maintenance of the Aim,
Understandably in the climate post the Not
defence review, no one had expected 1o fight
g war like the Falklands. That we had no clear
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wimn odher than defeating the evil of the day is,
I hope, forgivable. The pre-existing Joint
Theatre Plan was inaccurate. The signalled
directive at the end of April from Nortbradood
and a written directive in May from Whitehall
were guickly overtaken by events. The long
term aim thersfore was unclear, the peeds of
girforce, naval and logistics operations were
thus often in conflict, Logistics opermions
should have been selected as the prmcipal aim
and should have drven the associated air and
naval operations, In future conflicts we musi
make cerlain that logistes is given sufficient
weight.

In concluskon, if the organisation o
Ascension  Island was even moderaisly
successful, it was because others had prepared
the people, given them a broad spectrum of
skills, and wrained them to wse their initistive.
The war, such as it had been for me, was over
one day in July when the OC of some
southbound garrison unit protested about the
misemployment of his men to help clean the

apron.
FGH



