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HMS Coventry in the Falklands Conflict —
A Personal Story

'I‘Hl:s 1% a personal stoary of my ime 6

command of HMS Coveniry during the
Falklands war. It is to me, at least, & story
of brave men and & gallant ship which, like
her predecessor in the Second World War,
wenl down fighting in action agains
bomber aircraft.

In ihe halile zone

Om 1 May HMS Covenrry, with her sisier
ships Shefffeld and Glasgow, formed an
advanced air defence screen 1o protect our
two carriers and entered the total exclusion
gone  around the Falkland Islands.
Coveniry remained in this batile zone under
constant air, surface, and submarine threat
undil she was sunk in acion against enemy
bomber aircraft on 25 May.

From this first day in the war zone
Cowventry was fully invelved in the air
batle. Our task was to control the Sea
Harriers and to guide them into action
against the incoming air raids, Our long-
range radar could see the threat developing
it comsiderable distances and 20 we could
positien the Harriers in the right place so as
to  engage the enemy at the first
apportunity. On 1 May the air battle weane
decisively in our favour. Seven aircrafl were
shot down by the Harmers and we suffered
no losses. This victory on the first (ense day
of war was a very significant one indeed,
Ever afterwards the enemy head the greatest
respect Tor our Harriers; if they had not had
this respect we would never have defeated
their very strong air force,

Apari from the Sea Harriers, the only
other offensive weapon system in the Task
Force that could take the action to the
Argentinian air force were the three Type
41 destroyers” Sea Dart missiles. Therefore,
Civeniry was sent on offensive missions (o
the eremy's front line and bevond (o iry to
intercept  their aircraft, particularly
those that attempted to bring in supplies to
their army on the Falklands. This we did,

with Harrsers in support as well, and on two
gecastond whilst cloge o shore we also
carrled out some night bombardment wiih
our 4.5 inch gun against enemy installations
near Stanley airfield, Afer Sheffleld was
sunk on 4 May and Glasgow put oot of
action by bomb damage a week later, it left
only Covendrg 1o do all the froat line work.
And this we did — by day and nighi.

On our first mission close to the enemy’s
south coast we shot down two Skyhawk
fighters escorting 2 supplying Hercules
aircraft. We achieved this with one missile
fired at its maximum range. An hour or
iwo later we shot down a troop-carrying
helicopter with another missile at a range of
thirteen miles, After (his  action the
Arpentinians were forced to land supplics
on & grass strip on the west Falklands, This
successful action with Sea Dari missiles was
the firsi ever in Royal Mavy hisiory.

We achieved another first in Naval
history a few days before this engagement
when in the early hours of 3 May my Lynx
helicopter armed with two Sea Skua missiles
detected two enemy ships heading for
Stankey — presumably with supplies for the
army ashore. The helicopter scored two
direct hits with its missiles and toally
destroved one of the targets. The explosion
as the vessel blew up was seen thirty miles
away by other ships in the Task Foree, The
seoond vessel was later severely damaged by
a Lynx helicopter and its missiles from
Criasgoiw. This was the figst surface action
of the wir,

A second surface action took place a day
or two later when Coveniry and Glasgow
formed up in very poor visibility to take on
two  small fast-moving radar  contacts
assesged as fast patrol boats. Both ships
fired twenty or thirty rounds of 4.5 inch
shell and desiroved the targeis. Later we
discovered we had been engaing a group of
albatross; but this was a very real action
and in war any contact which is not a
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the steeply sloping deck to the starboard
side amd smw  the ship’s  company
abandoning ship. Il was quite remarkahly
orderly and calm, looking just like a
peacetime exercise, [ am still trving to
discover who gave the order to abandon
ship. Perhaps no one did. People just very
sensibly gor on and did it. It was the only
thing to do.

All the starboard side liferafls were in the
waier and people were helping each other Lo
put on their lifejackets and ‘once only’
suits. Someons  helped me with  mine
becawse it was then [ realized | had been
burnt. Some flesh was hanging of f my right
hand. Bui it did not worry me at all, nor did
it hurt wvery much, There were maore
important things o worry abouwr — like
surviving! When | had watched everyone
jump into the sea and get into their liferafis
I walked down the ship's side, jumped the
last two feel into the water and swam 1o a
liferafy, My war was over.

In dangerous Gimes emotions are
heightened but af the same time they are
bravely and cheerfully controlled  amd
prevented from breaking the surface — but
only jusi. You are af war., You remember
your ifaining. You valee your ship and your
friends highly. You valee highly the person
you work for; you trust him. You are
united in @ commen purposs with s
common dangers and you give your besi,
This was the key to our success in barile and
aleo to our survival on our last day when we
had to abandon ship.

Prayer in aclion

Mot long before we were sunk a Petry
Offtee came 1o me on the brdee and
showed me a praver which he always kept
on him. It was given to him by his mother
when he first joined the Navy and meant a
great deal to him, especially now. Rather
tearfully be gave it to me and asked me o
read it at our chorch serviee on Sunday, It
wps an  ancient prayer o 5t Joseph
digscovered in the first century an which
had been used by military leaders in
medieval times before poing into baitle.
Written on the back was the story which

said that if the prayer was kept on the
person or read alowd then the person who
kept it or those that heard ot would not be
kilked im bartle, nor drowned, nor harmed if
captured by the enemy. I read it in church.
A day or two later the praver appeared on
my desk in omy cabin wyped on a card,
Mothing was =aid but | knew who had lefi i
there and why. S0 | carried it on my person
for the rest of the war. After being hit and
when | came to swim to a liferafs [ was
hauled our of the water 1o safety by a sailor
im that liferaft who said: “There vou are, it
waorked.' It was the same Petty Officer who
mive me Lhe priyer.

The bravery of the crew

When we were fighting for ouar lives in our
last action and subsequently when being
rescued from the water there were many
brave deeds dome by many of our sailors. A
young officer directing the ¢lose-sange guns
from the very cxposed position of the
bridge wings did not take cover when the
enemy aircrafl were closing at eye level and
straffing the ship with cannon fire. He
stood there for all to see and ordered the
guns crew Lo stay al their posts and engage
the enemy until he gave the order 1o Slogp,
This order was nof questioned by the very
young sailors manning the guns and they
kept firing despite their totally exposed
position. Al least one aircraft was hit and
iwo were furned away as a resull of the
barrage of fire. They remained ar their
posts even after the ship was listing stecply
W porl o ocase of another air attack.
Ewventually they were ordered to join the
rest of the ship's company in abandoning
ship,

Between decks two Chief Petty Officers,
separaiely and on their own  initiative,
revisited smoke-filled compartments when
evervone glse was on the upper deck and the
ship was listing dangerously over to port;
they ensured anyone still alive was got out
of the ship, One found a senior rating
unconscions, his clothes on fire and
slumped owver a hatch above the engine
rogm. He got him te the upper deck and
saved his life.
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The other Chief Petty Officer managed
to get two very frightened young men who
were trapped in a compartment 1o climb
padl a laree hole in the deck throwgh which
intense heat and flame was flaring. He saw
them safely to the upper deck and saved
their lives. This Chiel Petty Officer then
continwed his search, despite the rapid
listing of ihe ship, totally alone, and by
wriggling along on his stomach to keep
below the layers of suffocating smoke
looked into several spaces for survivors
before saving himself and swimming to a
liferafi.

A rating in the éngine room hearing a
large thump looked round to see a bomb
witich had come into the ship & few lesl
feom where he was standing. He did Aot ron
but went to a telephone close o where he
was and reported this fact to damage
control headguariers: he described the
bomb, the whereabouts of the hale in the
side and the nature of damage o the
machinery. The bomb then blew up as he
was stll taking, Miraculously he was
shielded from the blast by a bit of
machinery and walked ouwi unharmed.
Others were killed outright.

The liferaft that [ was in was sucked in
againsi the overhanging pori side of the
ship and was punctured by the sharp nose
of a Sea Dart missile which was still in the
launcher. About thiry-five men, some
badly burnt, ended up back in the water
witenn the liferaft sunk underneath them.
The injured, who were unable to swim were
held up above the sea by their courageous
colleagues until some helicoplers arrived
and were able vo lift them o safety, One
helicopter actually landed on the ship's side
to pick up people who had had to scramble
back on board; by this time the ship was
burning red hot inside. These men were all
rescued,

Reflections

It wasz, of course, terrible 1o have lost my
ship and some of my people, and you don't
et over thai. Buat i 15 made casier to bear
when you have seen vour officers and men,
many very young, regardless of the dangers

being cheerful, fearless and otally
dedicated to the ship and cause for which
they were fighting; moreover, being uiterly
loral to me — even afier the traumatic and
frightening experience of being sunk in
action. Their loyalty and concern for me
made me fesl immenszly humble and it
intensified my very high regard and respect
for them. This was, as you can imagine,
infinitely heartening (o a Captain who had
just lost his ship, S0, too, were the 200 of
more letters that [ have received from all
over the country snce being back: all
without  exception praised what  we
achieved, greatly sympathised for those
who were lost and expressed whole-hearted
belief in the cause and very great pride in
what the coontry was doing.

1 can never forges the brave people in my
ship who fought so well, Nor can | forget
those ninesleeny equally brave men who los|
their lives and who also contributed so
much to the baitle. They did more than
their best continuously for al keast lour
weeks  of  intensive and  dangerous
operations and they somehow preserved

their humowur and remained alert and
efficient  throughowt, It was an
unforgeitable privilege — and a rare

experience for someons of my generation
— to have led such professional and brave
mien in action, They will always remain my
heroes and [ shall alwayvs have very proud
memories of a gallant ship. In only four
weeks of war we had shod down al least five
fighter bombers, a helicopier and sunk a
pairel vessel. Furthermore, our control of
Sea Harriers accounted for several more
enemy aireraft,

The City of Coventry presented my ship
when she first commissioned with three
large medieval nuls from the bombed
Cathedral which were formed nto the
shape of a cross and mounted on a wooden
plynih. This cross was always kept in a
prominent place in the ship in a display
cabinet, When it came to prepare the ship
for action all trophies such as this were
taken down and secured in a safe place,
However, at the particular request of a
voung and rather frightensd Petty Officer,
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I let this cross remain defiantly where it
was, [t had, | think, become a symbol of
hope and survival for him, and no doubd o
many others as well at this fime. But
iragically, like the medieval Cathedral, our
cross did not survive — buf many of us did.
A few dave after the ship was sunk odne ol
my officers wrote this short poem:

In the Cathedral Three Great Mails once held
Hearts of Calk until in war they were felled

In crucilorm they found new life
To guide mens® hearis in peace and sorife
Mow they mark the watery grave
O a ship ard her men giving all 1o sve.

Crur Mation, our Mavy, has a priceless
inheritance which has given us men of great
guality who have fought so well down the

ages and no less so than n the South
Atlantic in 1982,

Davin HarT Dyke



