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South Atlantic Island

Y FAMILY had just finished telling me

thai my frusteation ar not being in the
Falklands Task Force was making me
irriteble when the phone rang. My appointer
wondered whether | would be happy to 1ake
chasge of gur Forces on a South Arlanric
[sland. *When?®, | asked. 'As soon as
possible,” he replied. 'Droes the name of the
Island begin "*A"T" 1 asked, ever mindful of
security. He affirmed thar it did and |
assured bhm that | was on my way.
‘Briefings tomorrow and fly oul as soon as
you can after that," he added. He
congratulated me on being so amenable and
I told him that 1 remembered being an
appointer myself and giving an officer a
pierhead jump to an Indian Chean Island. 1
was sympathetic to his problem  and
extremely keen 1o go.

The meeting in MOD reached two
conclusicns, neither of which stood the tesi
of time. The first was that the tri-service
numbers on the island would no be more
thian aboutl two hendred, and the second
that 1 should have the power of velo on
anyome seni there. Commander-im-Chief
said that he was happy that | was going o
bk after what was an important siaging
post and gave me some wise advice not o
send any angry signals!

A guick retwrn home 1o collect the efforts
af the coltage industry which had been set
up to deal with my white uniforms, a visit io
the bocal naval air station 1o pick up some
invaluable khaki uniform, and 1 was on my
way (o RAF Lyneham, a C130 Hercules and
Ascension lsland.

Ascension Island

Ascension hes ar 7% 56'S and 14" 35'W, 3
fatles long, 7 miles wide and is a 34 aquare
mile ouicrop of wolcanic rock with no
indigenous  population. The people
normally resident there number abour 1,000
and are employved by Cable ancd Wireless,
HBC, NASA, USAF, PANAM, 50,
Sputh Adlantic Cabkle Co,, and the FOO,
Wideawake Airfield was built in 1942, The
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first mircraft fo land on it was a Fairy
Swordfish from HMS Archer; it became an
important staging post in World War 11, and
in 1966 the runway was extended to 10,000
feet as part of the expansion needed by the
island’s robe in the USAF Eastern Test
Range. The wirhekd has a large dispersal
capable of taking up to 24 large fixed-wing
aircraft and on one occasion 36 helicopters.
It is commanded by a Liewenant Colomed
USAF and managed on coniract by
PAMNAM. Thes specifies that the mirfield
shall be manned to provide up o 283
aircrall movemenis per year!

The climare is pleasant, not unbearably
b and wsoally a south-casterly geis up
during the day, sometimes as high as 30= 5
knois. The anchorage in Clarence Hay is
affected by a long heavy groundswell which
often renders the landing jetty unusable and
makes swimiung from  the beaches
dangerous. The volcanic dust 15 pervasive
and the voleanic rock wears out shoes and
tyres ai a remarkatle rate. The highest poim
of the island, Green Mountain, is 2817 feet
high and is covered by a small bamboo
forest. When 1 had first visited the island in
1957 in HM Yachi Britarnia, | had not been
on watch ashore but Prince FPhilip and his
party had come back and descmibed how
they had gone through a long dark tunnel
and come oul inio fairyland. This was up
Green Mountain and 1 was o discover
exactly whai they meant.

The island is administered by the Resident
Addmimistrator, who wis tg prove a great
source of support. It has 2 civilian doctors, a
emall {4-bed hospital, 1 dentist, 1 school
and 2 shops. Communications are weekly by
L'SAF aircralt, and & times a vear by a small
supply  ship (UK - Ascension =51
Helena — South Africa). Evervihing has to
be flown or shipped in to the island. There
are no pubs, restaurants, or hotels, There is
no television or readyv-mads enlertainment,

Adrm
This was 1o be the base for the forward

-
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logistic  support of  British  Forces on
Ciperation Corporate. There were [wo more
ar less distinct paris o our task. First, the
support of ships in the South Atlantic
involved the transhipment of people,
srores, ammunition, and helicopters from
Support  Command, and chartered
transport aircraft by helicopter and lighter
o ships passing the island, Second, the
RAF operations mounted from the island
had 1o be supported and the defence of the
island had io be secured. Fitness and
weapon framing had to be provided for
troops in ships which stopped over at the
wland.

Constrainis

It was obvious to the simplest of sailors on
the island but not abways back in the UK
that the rate of build-up of our Base in
terms of numbers of people was heavily
dependent on overcoming some fairly basic
consiraints, Since this was the mosl
fundamental part of my ask and has read-
acrass (o other parts of the world including
the Falkland Islands, it i% worth detailing
the main constraints and how they were
OvETROme.

HWerfer

We were always very conscious that the
greatest show-stopper to large increases of
people on the island was the supply of fresh
water. Luckily, the two distillation plants,
one &t BRC and the oiher on the American
base, had some spare capacity for normal
maintenance, and by delaying this until i
was possible 1o enhance both plants by
flyving in small reverse osmosks equipments
(oof different voliages of course), potential
shorieges were averied. Water rationing
was applied 10 some servicemen in parii-
cular areas under particular circumstances,

Aviation fuel

This is supplied to the island by US Sealift
Command 1ankers which anchor off and
discharge their fuel through a foating
pipeline to a fuel farm in Georgeiown some
three mibes from the airfield. It is shipped
by bowser 10 ready-use tanks on the
airfield., The critical link in this chain,
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agssuming a steady supply of US iankers
which we got, was the speed at which
bowsers conkd be loaded and driven from
Geargetown 1o Wideawake. Even the build-
uprof twelve additional RAF bowsers 1o the
five operated by PANAM did not solve the
problem since only one could be loaded at a
time. The Eoyal Engineers came to the
rescue and in the remarkably short tme of 2
few days, a pipeline was  [lown o,
assembled, and operating. The efficiency
and dedication of the sappers was most
impressive, By the time 1 20l Ascension we
had used 54 million US gallons of fuel.

Accommodation
Paradoxically, this waz one of the sasies
and ar the time most difficult of ouwr
problems. In ‘management” terms if was a
non-starter — an  unprediciable
requirement with varying standards chasing
non-existing resources. Al one end of the
reguirement, the Royal Marines of X and ¥
Coinpany professed themselves pleasurably
satisfied with a flat piece of volcanic groun:d
where they could “bivvy” — why [ ever gave
the OO of ¥ Company a cabin when he was
my OCRM I'll never know! At the other
end, RAF aircrew some of whom were
fiying sortbes of over twenty-four hours,
reguired air<conditioned, undisturbed rest,
and peeferably furniture to keep their
clothes in, and & refrigerator 1o keep the
beer cold. MNeed (o be clage 1o the airfigld
played & part and those in transii were
penerally  less  well  accommodared.
Accommodation impinged  on ofher
constrainls — water, food, sandation, and
transport. Mumbers and ranks were never
known until the transport aircraft armved.
One of my first decisions was (o open the
‘Lunar Bay Holiday Camp®. At the other
end of the island ar English Bay, this was a
tented camp based round some huls which
had a few showers and heads and a field
kitchen. Ideally suited for those who were
familiar with Club Mediterranée and
enjoyved good food, open air living, and a
cerfain amount of volcanic dust, it became
a way of life from which some were
reluctant to be dislodged, althowgh 1 have
to admit that one Chinaman did attemp
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suicide there, more in anticipation of war
sgrvice than m rebellion agamst  his
cnvironment, | like (o think. The flexibiliny
provided by tents was considerable.

On the Amencan basg, the authorities
were extremely generous in allowing an
initial degree of overcrowding which was 1o
cause problems in the mediom term. This
wias exacerbated by some RAF aircrew,
cach sucpessive wave of whom 3aw 11 as
their main aim o move beds, furniture, and
fridges to suit the whim or pecking order of
their particular crew, This infuriated the
vidy mind of the PANAM administrator
and led 1o a recurring argument every few
dwys. Meanwhile, an Army Captain and his
Warrant Officer ook possession ol a
disused urinal, reserved their
accommodation  during a  temporary
abscence, and were finally wiven formal
malice 1o quil as the guarters were required
for their original purpose.

There was only one thing to do and 1 did
it, & Reguliting Lieutenant, a Fleet Master
at-Arms, and fowr Begelators arvived pose-
haste, accommaodated themselves in the old
disused local Police Station {iwo Leading
Repulators toe g cell), and took charge of
accommaodation, movements, and
discipline, to my and their complete
catisfaction.

Marerial aid was alep a1 hand. Afier a
ceftalm  amount of prolonged and not
aliogether satisfactory negodiation between
i many authonties, 4449 Mokile Support
Sgquadron USAF armved in a  phased
suecesston of  Cl4ls with  thiny-one
expandable accommodaiion modules, cach
capable of sleeping twelve people, bunks,
bed linen, and ashirays provided, air-
conditioned or heated o choice. Washing
and heads facilities were also mm ihe
package, The Regulating Branch preferred
io call this accommaodation Viciory Village
and named each module afier famowus
Admirals. The rest of ws called it
Concertina City, It provided i step jump
improvement 10 our capability, and if the
generatars were a bit noisy, then as Milton
Friedman would say: ‘There's no such thing
s @ free Junch.’
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Meanwhile, elsewhere on the island, (twao
teams of people were bringing  every
suitable disused bueilding back inlo service,
The redoubtable Sappers formoed one team
amd Cable and Wireless had a gang who, if
ot helping the war effort by loading
lighters, were rapidly installing showers and
heads. Accommodation  for  over  two
hundred people was provided in previowsly
disused buildings, Empay bungalows were
lemt by Cable and Wircless and C50 and
even  the old  zvmotic  hospital  was
renovaied. AL our peak we accommodated
[ 463 peaple,

Victualiing

I iravelled owt on the same day as the first
field kitchen, and 1 knew all was going to be
well when | asked the RAF Sergeant in
charge of it If I eould have breakfast from
his kitchen on arrival. “No ve canna have
breakfast but we'll mve you lunch” was his
reply — realistic and willing, An unlikely
Bul  exiremely  succesiul  parinership
Between  Licutenant (5) BN, a Chief
Caterer, and the same RAF Sergeant
provided a iri-service caterifg leam Seconl
[ nome, On one oocasion we did get down
to one day's supply of rations, but ihe daily
C13s and the careful planning of our
resupply from back home creaed grear
confidence. In the carly days. menos were
restricied o whitever mmaginative créalion
conld be made from compo but lamerly the
three  fizld  kiichens were  producing
encellent multi-choice meals with  fresh
vegetables; "better than we god back home’
was a general opinion. Throughout, the
cheerful, patient 5t Helenians in the LUz
commissary produced meals for a large
perceniage of us and surpassed cven their
normal high standard with special meals for
survivers  from  South  Georgia, HMS
Sheffield, and the Atfansic Converor,

Supplying ihe ships

This main task was the responsibility of NP
1222, commanded by an exceptionally
deglicatedd and hardworking Commander
(500) (AE). Siores were unlosded from
the transport aircraft by three RAF MAMS
teams working twelve hours on  and
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tweniy-four off. They were then sorted and
moved into dumps by ship same by oan
agoried ream of DOGST{M) fork-lift truck
drivers, naval supply ratings, and soldiers.
Luckily there was considerable space 1o the
south and o the east of the dispersal
because the stores dumps became very
large.

Inm the early dayvs eighieen helicoprers
were reatembled and flown on o passing
ships, Many & startled Fleet Air Arm
mainiginer was greeted off the transport
airgraft with a toanl kit and the message that
he could have 2 bed when that Wessex 5 or
L¥nx had been rebuili. The response was
magnificent &nd the “tme bo rebuld' goe
faster and faster. Whar is maore the aireraft
all worked.

Ciar helicopter force on the island varied
but wsually consisted of o Wessex 55, one
Sea King and one Chinook. This provided a
meast flexible and powerful lift capability,
with the Wessex and the S3ea King doing the
miin day-to-day running and the Chinook
being particularly useful when a heavy lift
was required ower a long distance, We ran
shor of BN Sea Kings and an RAF Mark 3
was sent to  assist. The difference in
manning wits the subject of some comment
{EM 2 alrcrew plus § maintainers, RAF 4
aircrew  plus 10 maintainers), bui inter-
service oo-operation regched am all-time
high when the RAF Warrant Loadmaster
offered 1o fly in the BN Wesen 55 1o ease
the logd on the BM crewmen, [nterestingly
enough, a Chinook load was too large for
the average ship (0 stow guickly enough 10
allow a steady flow pattern. The best
vertreps were those with the ships just off
the end of the runway and night vertreps,
althoueh conducted many Limes, were lesy
effective than those by day becauss they
were shower,

The high tempo  required by the
integration of helicopter and fixed-wing
operations took a lot of people by surprise
Bt developed into a fine art. The PANAM
air raffic |.:Elr'||!r|:_|-||E'|'s, -:,1f 'I.'l!11_1|'|'| 1.|'|1:r-= wereg
only itwo for the first month, were
magnificent. They estimated that, on
18 April, when we had over five hundred
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movements, Wideawake was the busiest
airfield in the world, having raken over
from Chicago O'Hare. For the most
ohvious reasons, flight sifely became fle
concern of everyone and in ower 13,000
mavements there was only one incideni in
dispersal when a carelessly left VO 10 ladder
was blown against a 707, The USAF
Colonel was persuaded by the PANAM
Manager, myself, and all the RN that
helicopter hot refuelling was safe, but |
confess that [ was highly embarrassed when
he guictly asked if we wsually feft 50 much
live ordnance around our fields back home.
An ammunition diermp was constructed in
the next few days.

The ability to sgueezs a quart out of a
pint pod i terms of airficld operations was
a highlight and was achieved with great co-
operation and flight safety discipling, 1 do
nod believe thar it could have worked with
any other organisation than a small,
efficient, dedicated team like PARA&M.

Somedimes for a ship withowt a helo deck
or for very large and bulky loads, il
was more effective 1o load by lighter. The
starespeople were  then moved to
Georgetown, craned on 1o large highters
operated with great skill by Cable and
Wireless 5t Helenian Coxswains and taken
out to the ship at anchor in Clarence
Bay.

Oince evervone realised 1hal Ascension
Island was not a stores depot bat only a
transhipment point and that we had no
coniral over whal was or was nod losded on
ro tramspodt aircraft in UK, the operation
wient  remarkably smoothly. The only
hitches occurred when  stores were nd
properly addressed and the sight of a
farlorn Commander (5) wandering down
the lines of stores, looking for ‘that special
item” was not wnusual, All stores were
Pracrity One and there was no way thar we
could give any other priorily escepl (o
getting them  all south as fast &g was
possible, Iv is difficult to be precise abour
the numbers of people this task nesded but
fotal RN numbers vaned between eighty
and 8 hundred, and @wen inl:ludjng the
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helicoprer  grownderew 1 don't  suppose
there were more than & total of abour 120,

Defence of the island

I was Enown from the outsel thar the
Argenfinians had ihe capability of getiing a
Boeing 707 or an in-Might refuelled C130 to
Agcension and that they eould land small
parties of special forces from say merchani
ships. My assessment of the likelihood of
such an event remained low throughowt
becanse 1 believed that with the large US
presence on the island any “Argentine
attack would be the equivalent of a
Lusitania or a Pearl Harbour, and therefore
coumter-productive,  There  were  some
indications back in UK that the possibility
of an attack existed and it was decided to
defend the sland, Afier a “recce” by two
Army officers, a detachment of about forry
RAF Regiment were sent 1o geard our key
paints and four RAF Phantoms with twelve
mircrew  and  sixty-four  grounderew
provided air delence, Allhough expensive
i people this provided a sensible insurance.
Flans 1o esiablish a Terminal Conirol Area
or an Air Defence  Tdentification  £one
appeared (o peter owt short of  an
Imiernational Motlee o Alrmen. A daily
Wimrod surveillance sortie was flown which
wsually  established  the position of
Primoryve, the USSR AGI as within ten
miles of the island. The aim of providing a
Frigate as guardship did nod last bong due 1o
shorage of ships further south, and the
Leeds and Dwembarion Casdle filled this
breach as best as they could, A survelllance
radar was installed ar the 1op of Green
Mouniain with nineteen people 10 man,
operaie, and maniain ii.

BAF operations
These were divided imo  air  defence,
Mimrod surveillance, Victor  air-to-mir
refuelling, Vulcan attack. amnd VO 10 and
Hercules transport  operations,  Chinook
and Sea King operations have already been
described.

The four Phantoms provided one sircraft
at Alert Five twenty-four hours 3 day and
Mew uswally ene ather sortie per day to keep
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airerew current. As well as the one sland
surveillance mission, the MNimrods wsoally
flew o long-range surveillance sortie down
soailh every wenty-four hours. The range
of these sorties was increased latterly with
alr<io-air  refuelling. Odiher sorties were
flown 1o support  Vulcan - Vicior
rendezvous. The average population of
NWimrod aircraft was four but there was
considerable coming and going of aircrafi
and crews. An average of about seventy-
fiwe aircrew and about 130 groundcrew
manned this effort.

At the beginming Victors carred oul
some  muiually refuelled radar
reconnaissance missions down to South
Georgia, but wery soon the Viclor force
bualt wp to fifreen 1o supporn the Vuolean
and later Mimrod and Hercules, The air
force had pone to considerable trouble 1o
get the most profesionally gualifed Group
Captain 1o take charge of dhese very
complicated missions — o the extent of
having three senior RAF officers within a
fortnight. The first two missions were 10
bomb Stanley airhield ronway with direct
action delaved Tuse bombs, An Alr Yiee
blarshal flew out o take responsibility for
the first  which, by chance,  was
programmed 1o happen just in time for the
Bomber Command dinner. It subsequently
bhecame clear that only one bomb of the
forny dropped on these two missions had hit
the runway. What is not generally realised is
that this sort of accuracy is about what
might have been expected from high level
free-fall radar bombing.

The Air Support Command operations
with ¥WC 10 and C130 Hercules aircraft were
carried out with great professionalism and
dedication. Flow conirol was applied early
in the operation and worked well. I quickiy
became clear that there was insuffickent
suitable aircrew accommodation for stop-
overs and these took place at Dakar.
Whether it was the thought of the topless
female French tourists in Dakar that kep
unserviceabilities to an incredible minimum
or nod, the regularity, dependability, and
cheerfulness shown by all the ‘truckies
were  mosi commendable,  Chartered
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Belfasts were necded for the very large
loads; their arnival was usually unpredicied
because of the lengih of time they ook o
gzt down the route,

Another most valuable operation was the
long-range air drops by Hercules aiecrafi,
These were flown with great deiermination
in the face of very changeable weather and
the knowledge that the Argentinians were
glso flying Cl30s over our ships! One
frigaie did imply thai it would have been
nice 1o know that people were going to be
dropped as well as stores!

Fitness and weapon iraining

The 3rd Commando Brigade stayed in their
ships off Ascension for about cleven days.
Therr main ask during this Lime was o
restow the ships 1o the regquired mounting
plan, bur it was also very necessary 1o gel as
many troops ashore as possible for fitness
and weapon training. Seven different live
ranges were sef up so that even the Seorpian
armoured vehicles could zero their guns. As
five of these were within the airfield area,
careful cantral was needed and the epitome
of this was when iwo Sea Harriers jolned in
battle formation, firing stopped as they
broke downpwind and restarted when they
turned on o finals,

A wvery satisfactory  routing  was
eitablished, Troops would land by
helicopter from their ships praciising a helo
assauli, march fto the ranges, fire their
weapons, march six miles to English Bay, a
guick dip since there was a safely boat, and
then recover back to their ship by LCLL

A plan for the 5th Infaniry Brigade (o be
hased on Ascension for some weeks newer
came to fruition and they sailed past in QF
2 with whom we conducted a covert long-
range verirep,

Relationships with the locals

Two choices were apen: to disregard what
the locals mught feel or o carry them with
us. I chose the second and was very lucky
that the main drarngis  personge wers
todally supportive and co-operative, The
help received from the Adminisiratior, the
USAF Colonel, and the PANAM Manager
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was bevond measure, A serics of weekly
meetings with the managers of Cable and
Wircless, BBC, NASA, CE0, and South
Arlantic Cable Co. wias instituted in onder
that rumour could be countered and all
could Teel that they were being kept in the
picture. Imitially, the mnovelty of the
‘invasion®, patriotism, and support for the
canse meani that the civilian population
opened thelr hearts and doors to ws. After
the Falkland Islands had been retaken a
realisation that the island way of life was
being adversely aflected led o criticiams of
those members of the forces who appeared
o have time on their hands and whose
Behaviour  was  offensive,  There were
surprisingly few incidents, mainly because
long working hours gave the forces limited
time or encrgy for leisure activities.

There = a credibility gap betwesn the
impedimenta of British urban life and the
simple leisurely, bur more creative, pursulls
of an island community. This is a facior
whicl is being given deserved attention in the
Falklinds and one in which personalities at
all fevels play an imporiant parl .

People pidicy

For reasons which [ hope are by now clear,
I determined that | would endeavour to
restrict numbers of servicemen on the island
to such lewvels as were sinclly pecessary,
dManning would be such as to reguire men
to work a twelve- 1o fourteen-hour day, and
leisure time would be such as to discourage
bhoredom. Phiysieal leiswre getivities, such as
sport, and welking up Green Mountain,
were strongly encouraged.

This policy met with unenimous support
on the island. Owermanned detachments
viluntesred  to reduce  their  pumbers;
individuals feft needed and enjoved the
satisfaction of a hard purposeful job well
done. Unfortunately, it was not always
understood in UK, and I cannaot think what
the abrerafltman who made the sixteen-hoar
journey 40 and from Ascension four times
must  have thowghe, His local Group
Captain considered that we needed him, the
senior RAF officer on the island, a Group
Caplain, was certain that we did not!
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Miferences between services

[t is generally considered 10 be unfar play

1o draw  comparisons befween  single

services on 8 jolnl  service operatkon,

However, two factors were so striking that

it would be dishonest not to mention them,

First, there was some difference in
resource and manning levels. The fact chat
BAF numbers on the island wery quickly
rose (0 eight hundred compared (o0 one
hundred each for the other (wo services was
nod entbrely  dictated by different
requirements. Where overmanning exisied,
it was in a light blee uniform. [ believe this
to ke due to the fact that the RAF are
manned 10 five waiches at peacetime levels,
Whike there is much (o commend the idea
that evervone should have their leave when
they want it in peacetime without the unil
closing down, this leads to superfluous
people in war, Al no stage did econormy of
effort, either with people or  other
respurces, appear o featwre in the light blue
staff manual,

Second, the air force appears 1o be
ranaged in a dif ferent way from the other
services, Authoriny 14 not delegated, control
is divided amongst many authories, and
the decislon-taking machinery is nod clesr-
cut. To justify this comment, I can do no
better than to quote the following extract of
a  conversation  on the  Air Staff
Managemen! Aund, two compuler lermimals
of which sat incongruously in the corner of
aarr Carmmand 1ent.

Serial (43, FM 18 GP: Following high level
discussion Air Cdr, may decide 1o send
plus one OO pllon plus one crewiman
for Chinook detachment. Your wiews
well known, Unable 1o disclose Air
Staff reasoning,

nd

Serial 045, For SRAFD FM COS 18 GP:
Concerned that Chinook detachment
aircrew glement undermanned, 38 OGP
amd ODIHAM suppori view that i
should be increased by one co-pilot
and one crewman. Your agresment
required,

Serial 346, From SEAFD YR 045: Since |
am not privy to the reasons leading o
the conclusion ar your end that
Chinpok detachment is undermanied,
[ can only lisicn to the advice of OC
detachment. As wyou know, he
considers that he i= adequately crewed.
From my own abservaions, 1 have
come to the same conclusion. I there
is some reason which dictates a radical
increase in current Chinook task, then
addittonal aircrew will be required bt
I am mow aware of any such increase.

The discerning reader will have gleaned that

at least six different authorities have now

expressed an opinion on the putative need
for two more gircrew. | wish | could =y
that my example is exceptional rather than

[vpical.

Conclusion
Except for the factors instanced above, |
was [otally impressed with co-operation,
ingenuity, determination, and  good
humour of all the servicemen | mer, [ was
privileped 10 meet many brave men. All
were completely convineed thag our action
in retakimg (ke Falklands was morally
correct, and (his was a cause which all of us
were prowd o serve. It was certainly a
different way of spending one's gardening
leve,
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