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The Role of the Naval Chaplains in the
Falklands Island Task Force

‘lF THE SHIF has a good time you'll

enjoy yourself, but if the ship sinks
you'll probably go down with her,” said
Archdeacon Christopher Prios 1o me at the
end of my interview in 1967, some ten
monihs before 1 joined the Boval Mawy,
Sound common sense from one priest
coming to the end of a long and
digtinguished career in the Maval Sesvice to
another about oo embark on the great
adventure of being a Maval Chaplain. Ower
the years the truth of these words has been
illustrated time and time again both ashore
and afloai. For, as an integral pari of life
on  board, the Chaplain, through his
priestly minisiry of Word and Sacrament
and his complementary pastoral ministry as
friend and adviser to all on board, shares
the good times and the bad; the triumphs
and the failures of individuals and those
that occur in the corporate life of any ship.

But up untll April of last year one had
only appreciated the truth behind the first
part of the advice; any reference o sinking
had been understood  purely  in the
figurative sense. However by 14 June 1952,
the day the Argentines surrendered ai Part
Stanley, Archdeacon Prior’s warning had
become literal fact; ships had indeed been
damaged or sunk, and many foends lost or
imjured, After nearly fourlesn years as a
Chaplain in peaceiime enjoving the good
time, I had suddenly and unexpectedly been
brought face 1o face with the stark realities
of war, with all its attendant trivmiphs and
tragedics, heroism and horror. For whether
with the Assult Ships in 53an Carlos, or oul
a1 sea with the Carrer Group, or indeed
ashore sharing the hardships with their
Roval Manne Commande Units, the
Chaplains ministered to the frightened, the
injured, the dying, and the dead; to the
leaders and to those who followed,
expericncing all the fears and uncertainties
for the future that those terrible days held.
The majority of incidents and examples |
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shall wse below are from my own
experiences, bul they serve merely 1o
illustrate what we were abowl, and are For
the most part common 0o all the Chaplains
in the Task Force as we went abowt our
prbestly business,

HMS Feariess sails

The highly emotional farewells from the
varions ports of deparoure were salutary
reminders to0 us of all the reality of our
situation, although the early days of the
voyage south were spent sorting out the
problems of seriows overcrowding and
providing suitable accommodation for the
varions Staffs, each with their own duties io
perform  and  their different  sets of
priorities.  An  early  casualty of this
reorganisation was the Chapel, bul a DTS
portacabin was made available on D4 deck,
which apart from occasional occupation as
a radio shack remained primarily the chapel
and the quiet room  throughout the
campign,

Pastoraily these early davs were very
busy. The memory of tear-stained families
was still very real, and many people came
along looking for answers 10 military and
political guestions that we were unable o
provide. “lt won't come to & shooting
mialch, will it?" or "They're bound 1o sort it
ogut in the United Mations, aren’t they?'
One had 1o be honest and say, °I don"t
know'. Eventually the spirit throughout the
Task Foree became that of hoping for the
best while planning and training for the
worst. As things turned out this was exactly
right. Another way in which this time of
unceriainty and anxiety manifesced insell
was in the number of people, pariicularly
Senior Rates, who came along asking for
gdvice on making a will. Eventually I drew
a large stock of will forms from the ship's
office, and, as well as directing many 1o the
Supply Officers lor specialist financial
advice, witnessed about twenty-five wills,
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which were then sent to their next-of-kin
when we landed mail at Ascension Island. It
is significant o note at this stage, that of
the six men later killed in LUC F4, only two
af the four married men who died left a
will. All the others died intestate, despite all
the advice and help offered throughout
their Service careers.

We crossed the Bguator on Friday 16
April, and prepared o pay our respects o
King Meptune. The job of organising the
Crossing the Line Ceremony had fallen 1o
me, and with lots of willing help, a highly
suceess [ul and hilarioualy funmy hour or so
was spent blooding the uninitisted amidst
all the preparations for war, Needless to say
there was a special ducking reserved lor the
organiser, when ilowards the end of the
festivities his Royal Marine Bears turned
and savaged him.

Ascension Island provided little relief for
the Chaplains in the Carrier Group as Lhey
were $oon on their way South 1o Tace the
combined ihreat of appalling weather and
the first raids by the Arpentine Air Force.
But for those of us with the Assault Force
the three wesks spent in Ascension lsland
proved a busy and rewarding time. 55
Canberra provided the conference centre &s
well as the run ashore as we anended
meetings along with many of the doctors to
be brefed on casvaliy procedures and
burial of the dead. A few problems arose in
this field as the Royal Marine way was
somewhat different to that of dhe Royal
Mavy, Eventually however a directive was
received from Commeander-in-Chief Flest,
amd the differences resolved. Mail had
become our life-line and the service was
excellent. Although our families knew we
were safe, and because of the speed with
which their letters were answered, probably
still af Ascension Island, there was still
a great deal of anxiety and worry at the
way the protracted negotiations were
going.

It iis war

The sinking of the Belgraro, followed
guickly by the loszs of HMS Sheffield
proved omce and for all that the gloves

were off; people were dying down there; it
was war. It was a very subdued ship's
company that left Ascension liland on
7 Maw, and from then on Action Station
drills were practised with a keenness and
zeal that would have delighted the work-up
teams at  Portland, Evervone knew
instinctively that thorough training could
well mean the difference between death and
survival, as was indeed to prove the case so
often, ashore and afloat, in the near future,
On Sunday 9 May [ was again able 10 make
usz of the ship™s CCTY system (0 record a
short meditation for screening that evening.
In it I tried to balance the fear and
unceriainty we all faced together, with the
fact that it was together we faced them, and
that in this, under God, was our great
strength, I believe it was well received and it
certainly gave me the opporiunity (o clarify
in words many of the thoughts and fears
that were passing through my mind.

Mot every ship carried a Chaplain, while
others like HMS Fegrless were more than
well catered for — a surplice one might say.
It was our practice to ensure that as many
ghips as possible were visited during the
weeks at Ascension Island and on the
passage south to the Falkland Islands. The
Chaplains serving with the Roval Marines
took responsibility for the LSLs, while
those of us in the Assaalt Ships covered the
larger RFAs, a number of STUFT ships,
and the attendant frigates.

One such visit will long remain in my
memory, At (0930 on Tuesday 11 May, 1
was winched down from a S5ea King
helicopter on o the flight deck of HMS
Ardent. Her Caplain, Commander Alan
West, DSC, RN, was an old friend from
Hong Kong days, and [ spent a most
cnjovable day walking round the ship
chatting to people — a fact that now seems
all the more poignant bearing in mind her
fate, We celebrated the Eucharist together
iwice that day; once just before lunch with
simteen communicants, and again during
the afternoon with & further eight — rather
sad statistics, as these were to be the last
celebrations on board before she was
attacked and sunk. Indeed my last memory
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of her Flight Comander, Lieutenamt
Commander, John Sephion, DSC, BN, a
friend from Portland, and his Observer,
was & cheerful wave as they lifted off from
HMS Fearfess"s Might deck, having Nown
me home later that evening. Ten days later
they were both dead.

Ascension Day, 20 May, found us
crossing the TEZ, on the final leg of our
journey, in thick fog. It went through my
mind at the time that the clouds which had
received the Lord were now providing us
with the essenfial cover we needed to reach
our destination safely, Having embarked
forty Royval Marine Commandos from 55
Canberra, the ship was cammed to
bursting point with earnest brave young
faces, confident in their own ability, their
training, and their proud tradition, but with
just a hint of trepidation at the unknown,
A the day went by the tension mounted as
men prepared  themselves and  their
eguipment, godng over the Mnal details of
their orders again and sgain. At 21.00
celebrated the Eucharist in  Brigadier
Thompson®s cabin — it being about the
only available space on board. People
packed into this small area, some going
ashore, some staying behind, but evervone
facing perhaps the most critical night of
their lives. As | made my final round of the
ship before the unit embarked in the LCUs,
each company presented me with their
loose change, some E60 in all, which was
later sent io a children's home in
Fortsmouth.

The days that followed the landings have
been recorded for posterity by the BBC
camera crew that accompanied us. Bomb
Alley was an unforgettable experience,
terrifying and wet strangely exhilarating as
we walched ships being hit and aircraft
blown out of the sky as they bravely flew
through the curtain of steel put up by the
ships in San Carlos and the missile batteries
ashore. It was during this time, too, that
one began to understand what irue bravery
mesint as men, some of them very young
indeed, stayed at their posts and got on with
their job. Whether fighting the ship from
the upper deck or sitting waiting below, it

was the single-minded delermination of
these men that kept the ships there day after
day. For during those savage, utierly
decisive few davs, the Argentine Air Force
battered itself so severely against our forces
and took such heavy losses that they wasted
thelr initial advantages of nuembers and
choice of arget and effectively lost the
battle for control of the skies owver the
Falkland Islands.

Care of fricnd and foe

Cazupaliies were inevitable, and sick bays,
regimental aid posts, and the field hospital
st up at Ajax Bay were soon busy receiving
the wounded, irrespective of nattonality.
Sailors from ships damaged or sunk; an
Argenting pilod shot down over San Carlos:
soldiers and marines, no longer a threat o
one another, were tended and cared for
according to their needs, There were usually
two Chaplains on duty at Ajax Bay, and
another up at Teal Inbet, The Chaplains
with the Commando Units spent most of
their time based on their regimental aid
post, working alongside the Unit Medical
Officer and his staff, often in great danger
as together they cared for the woonded and
dying. From time 1o time, wsually after a
major engagement, the hospital ship 58
Ugands would sail into Falkland Sound or
some other suitable spot o take off as
many of the woundsd and injured as
possible, some needing further specialist
surgery on board and others 1o recover
from their injuries away from the dangers
and the limited facilities of Ajax Bay and
Teal Inlet,

Dreath is a subject thai mosi people spend
their adult life trying to avoid with the
result that, of those who went south to war,
very few had any first-hand experience
of death other than through family
bereavernent. Funerals, too, were occasions
that concerned families or friends and were
conducted with gquiet dignity in a2
churchyard or crematorium. But not any
more — there are no illusions left. For
death came very quickly to the Task Foree,
Many had died at sea and in the air long
before anvone had set foot on East
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Falkland, And once ashore and going
fopward, the deaths continued, #ot
strangers any more, of unknown names in a
casualty list, but colleagues, people our
own age, friends, brothers, For the
Chaplains, (oo, these were harrowing days
as we fried to minister to the bereaved
while sharing the pain and loss that each
death brought. For they were our friends
LoD,

Of the many funeral services conducted
in the South Atlantic, some were televised
and became public property, The majority
however were private in that a small group
of men at sea or on a lonely hillside were
gathered together 10 perform their last duty
1o & fallen comrade, Almost every Chaplain
was invelved in such an occasion, and by
way of illustration | record two incidents
from my diary written at the time.

The first is somewhat unusual as it refers
nod to our own dead but to Argentine
spldiers who died a1 Darwin and Gooss
Cireen, On Thuorsday 3 June [ flew o Goose
Green — anoiher terrifying trip ai over 100
m.p.h. at zero feet — with Captain Brian
Seage, Roval Marines, to try to arrange the
collection and burial of Argentine soldiers
killed almost a week earlier. We found that
some attempt had been made to collect
them together in rows but nothing at all to
effect either their identification or burial.
Through the good offices of Mr Brook
Hardcasle, the Falkland Island Company
Manager, we were able 1o select a site for
the mass grave about a mile north west of
Darwin and also to arrangs for a digger to
excavate the gite. Then, with the help of Mr
Eric Coss, the farm manager at Coose
Green, and the 2IC of the 7 Gurkha Rifles,
who, again, I knew from Hong Kong, we
managed to obtain the use of a tractor and
driver, a fat wrailer, four Gurkha guards,
and a working party from the Argentine

especially asked to look for it by his fricnds
in 846 MNAS, who had heard a rumour,
totally untrue as it furned out, that his body
had been dumped in the sea. To their great
credit, the Argentines had given him a
proper Christian burial with full military
honours, we then began the grucsome
business of collecting the dead from Goose
Cireen. Despite efforts to place them in two
or three sheltered areas there were still some
Iying out in the open. As there were no
body bags available, after recording their
Service details, we wrapped them in
ponchos, laid them on the trailer, and
transported them some 3% miles along the
farm track o the agreed site, where we laid
them ready for burial, It wok the rest of
that day 10 clear those we knew of in Goose
Cireen and we spent the night with the Goss
family who made ws most welcome. It was
fascinating to hear at first hand what things
had been like during the occupation.
Somehow it gave the whole thing a different
perspective to be there on the spot and o
meet people who had experienced it all.

The following morning at first light we
continued with our task, and, after
removing the charred remaing of those
killed in the ammunition dump explosion,
went to Darwin to supervize the dipging of
the grave and to continue the work there.
Later that moming I was driven by Mr.
Goss all round the battle area, as far as
Camilla Creek, visiting all the remote
farms, checking on damage, and still
looking for those killed in fighting. We
found & few lying in the tussock grass and,
after recording the spot, reported back for
the tractor and trailer to collect them later,
We onllected about forty bodies in all and
they were duly laid to rest.

Withowot a doobt this was the most
unpleasant task [ have ever had to
undertake in my whole ministry, and one [
hope I never have to repeal. But on
reflection it was probably the most
gignificant experience of my time in the
Seuth Atlantic, because in the spiritual
sense it cost me a lot, and this | believe is at
the heart of the Christian faith and of our
Christian priesthood. I didn't want the job;
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the very memory of it still sickens me; but it
was there and it had to be done, since no one
had got round to doing anything about it.

A very private and moving ceremony
took place in the early howrs of 25 May, At
dusk the previous cvening an LCYEP from
HMS Fearless went to HMS Argomawt io
collect the bodies of two voung sailors
killed during the initial raids on 21 May.
Wrapped in canvas, they were lowered
from their ship into the LCVP, and covered
with the Union Flag. Six of their shipmates
led by Liewtenant Commander Peter
Eberle, RM, escorted them and with due
ceremony we were piped away. As onc of
them wis a Roman Catholic we went first to
HMS Inirepid 1o collect Father John Ryan,
MEBE RN, and then on to HMS Plymouth
which was scting as convoy escort that
might and who would convey them to their
final resting place. At 01.00 on a pitch black
night, with just the faint red glow of a
Pusszer’s torch by which to read the Service,
we committed them to the sea. *God grant
that they may find peace oul of war 1o their
silent resting place.” Matthew Stuart, HMS
Argonaui, killed in action on his eighteenth
birthday. That was nod an easy duty but the
cuiet suppoct of Captain David Peafrearh,
D30 REM, and his ship's company, who
seemingly turned out to 8 man, made it an
unforgettable one,

Recanciliation

Mo article on the role of the Chaplains
would be complete without a section on
reconciliation because as priests this is whai
we are about, reconciling man to God, man
to himself, and to his brother. In the heat of
battle it 1= 50 easy to forget that the aircraft
blown to pieces by a missile contained a
man, of thai the position destroved by a 4.5
shell contzined human beings. This s all
part of the lupnacy of war. And yet, for
those involved in the conflict, reconciliation

began when the first wounded Argentine
was cared for by a British doctor, or the
first prisoner fed and sheliered, the fiest
cigaretbe offered and accepted. Once the
enemy ceased 10 be a threat it was perfectly
natural 1o treal him like & human being
again. In particular one couldn't help but
e impressed by the way the prisoners were
rreated. A mixture of firmness and rough
kindness which brooked no nonsense but
which spoke volumes for the basic decency
and sense of humour thai 5 siill the
hallmark of the Briish serviceman,
Although Chaplains of all denominations
had dealings with the prisoners, our Roman
Catholic colleagues were able (o get closest
to them and musi take most of the credit
for the real progress that was made in
bresking down the barriers of fear and
misunderstanding that existed. Indesd there
can be no liner vehicle for reconcibation
than the Blessed Sacrament  which
throughout had been our life-line and was
now the visible expression of a unity that
transcended nationality and human faillure,
50 once more [ return to Archdeacon
Prior's words. The ship didn’t sink
although a kot of people tried to sink her
and failed, Furthermore, despile sodme guate
ghasily memories, | would be less than
honest if I demied the times during the
Falkland conflict that [ thoroughly
enjoyed, Perhaps the Archbishop of
Canterbury ilustrated this dilemma when
he spoke of war not only in terms of viciory
and national pride, in which we all shared
and rejoiced: but also in terms of failure, of
pain, and of tragic loss, again something
ihat touched each and every ane of us, from
the greatest to the least. Sadly, these
coneepls  are not  contradictory bt
complementary, for the lesson of history
is that one i& never possible without the

ather.
The Revd J, P. HUDSOM



