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Battle for the Falklands (2) Naval Forces

Introduction
The 1,813 inhabitants of the Falkland Islands, who
had gone to bed on the night of 1 April 1982—the
Feast of All Fools—happy in the knowledge that
they remained among the last and most remote
bastions of the British Empire, awoke on 2 April to
find that they had become unwilling citizens of
Argentina. In the early hours of the chilly late-
autumn morning substantial forces of Argentine
Marines, with heavy naval and air support, had
invaded the islands, quickly and almost bloodlessly
overwhelming a token garrison of Royal Marines
temporarily swollen to 67 by the early arrival of its
relief detachment. The humour of Argentina's

April Fool joke went largely unappreciated.
The following day Argentine forces also invaded

the Falklands dependency of South Georgia,
forcing the garrison of just 22 Royal Marines to
surrender—though not before they had inflicted
disproportionately heavy losses on their attackers.

When the Argentine military Junta led by Gen.
Leopoldo Galtieri embarked upon the invasion as a
solution to its multiple domestic political and
economic problems, the auspices for its success

HMS Endurance her withdrawal to save £2m . , announced in
March 1982, probably had a direct effect on the Argentine
decision to invade. With her bright red hull and almost non-
existent on-board armament, she was forced to play cat and
mouse around the islands until the arrival of the Task Force.
Her MARISAT satellite communications system provided a
valuable link with the UK during the campaign; and one of her
Wasp helicopters saw action at South Georgia. (MoD)
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appeared to be singularly promising. Following 37
years of progressive disentanglement from its
colonial past, Britain had reduced its overseas
possessions to a handful of obscure islands and
continual enclaves, most of them retained only in
response to the wishes of a majority, at least, of their
inhabitants to remain under British rule in
preference to that of their immediate neighbours.
Many of these survivals of Empire had become a
nagging economic, if not a political embarassment
to the British Foreign and Commonwealth Office.

The Falklands fulfilled these conditions to an
extreme degree. For almost 20 years successive
British governments had sought a formula which
would permit the transfer of these barren and
windswept rocks and peat bogs to the Argentines,
while safeguarding the rights of the islanders. The
Falklanders, although increasingly dependent on
Argentina for materials, communications, and the
practical needs of life, continued to display an
understandable reluctance to exchange the
sovereignty of a remote and rather uninterested
democracy for the embrace of a neighbour where
the military coup d'etat was a more usual

instrument of political change than the ballot box,
and where political oponents of the current regime
tended to disappear without trace.

While the stubborn desire of the islanders to
remain British continued to pose a major obstacle to
the long-drawn diplomatic discussions over
sovereignty of the Falklands, and while practical
links with Britain continued to erode, the British
military presence in the South Atlantic was
confined to a single platoon of some 40 Royal
Marines at Stanley, the Falklands' tiny capital, and
the 3,600-ton Antarctic patrol vessel HMS
Endurance. Defence cuts announced in June 1981 by
British Defence Secretary John Nott included the
withdrawal of Endurance from service without
replacement, and thus the end of any permanent
British naval presence in the area. The path to
military annexation of the islands without the risk of
a significant British response seemed clear; and on
his assumption of office in December 1981 Gen.
Galtieri had announced that the Argentine flag
would fly over the 'Islas Malvinas' before the 150th
anniversary of their annexation by Britain came
round in 1983.
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The Invasion
Although the Argentine invasion of 2-3 April
took the British government and apparently most of
the rest of the world by surprise, they should not
have done so. While Galtieri's remarks might have
been dismissed as Latin bombast, warning signals of
impending military action had been perceptible
since February. In March a C-130 transport of the
Argentine Air Force made an 'emergency' landing
at Stanley, but took off again after proving that the
runway of the only airport on the islands could
handle heavy transport machines.

Early in March permission had been given to an
Argentine scrap dealer, one Constantine Sergio
Davidoff, to dismantle the derelict whaling station
at Leith on South Georgia. On 18 March the
Argentine Navy transport Bahia Buen Suceso landed
a party of 42 'civilians', including some Marines, at
Leith. They did not comply with the simple but
legalistically important immigration formalities,
and ran up the Argentine flag. Thirty of them later
sailed away on the transport, but the flag continued
to fly. HMS Endurance landed 22 Royal Marines at
Leith with a "watching brief; and the Argentine
polar transport Bahia Paraiso later landed
additional supplies for their party before anchoring
nearby.

At this delicate stage of what Britain and the
world saw as a faintly comic dispute, on 28 March,
an Argentine naval task force left the principal base
at Puerto Belgrano, allegedly to take part in
exercises with the Uruguayan Navy. It comprised
the aircraft carrier Veinticinco de Mayo, the Type 42
destroyer Hercules, two old ex-US Navy destroyers
Segui and Comodoro Py, the landing ship Cabo San
Antonio, and three transports. Simultaneously, two
French-built missile corvettes, Drummond and
Granville, also sailed for South Georgia to support
the Bahia Paraiso. Instead of heading north for
Uruguay the main task force sailed south-east for
the Falklands. On the night of 1 April it arrived in
Falklands waters.

The initial Argentine landing was from rubber
assault boats, by Commando frogmen who secured
the lighthouse at Cape Pembroke, some seven miles
from Stanley and marking the entrance to the
harbour. They were followed by some 300 Marines

Some of the considerable modifications made to the cruiser
General Belgrano can be seen here: note two quadruple Sea Cat
SAM launchers on bridge wings, Dutch LW08 surveillance
radar forward and DA radar aft. The Sea Cat launchers were
controlled by two Italian RTN10 FC systems. When HMS
Conqueror's two World War II-vintage Mk 8 torpedos hit her on
the port side, one amidships and one near the bows, the bow
collapsed and folded down almost to the 6in. gun turret; the
second torpedo appeared to have broken her back. (Dr. R.
Scheina via MARS)

in landing craft from the Cabo San Antonio who
landed at Cape Pembroke and fanned out to take
the airport, the runways of which had been blocked
with vehicles. Elements of this force then deployed
to link up with amphibious forces coming ashore
from landing craft in Stanley harbour. Meanwhile
the spearhead of the attack had landed from eight
Sea King helicopters from the carrier, at Mullet
Creek—150 Marine Commandos, who were soon
followed by another 70 near the Royal Marine
barracks at Moody Brook. A further 200 men came
ashore, without significant resistance, in 16 LVTP-
7 amphibious APCs, soon reinforced by landing
craft.

After a three-hour resistance during which they
disabled an LVTP, killed at least three of the enemy
and wounded several times that number, the little
garrison bowed to the inevitable and obeyed orders
from the governor to surrender; the Argentines
now had over 1,000 men ashore, with additional
reinforcements arriving by the minute. Within 24
hours over 4,000 Argentines had landed.

The following day the 22 British defenders of
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Veinticinco de Mayo has been extensively modified over the years.
She is currently fitted with the Ferranti CAAIS action in-
formation system modified for aircraft control functions,
and giving computer computer radio data links with the
ANA's two new Type 42 destroyers. A recent refit gave her a
catapult capable of launching the Super Etendard, and deck
park space for three extra aircraft. Recently she has been
operating up to 12 Skyhawks, five Trackers and four Sea
Kings. After an inconclusive foray early in May, she is
consistently reported to have been confined to base, ostensibly
with engine trouble. (Dr. R. Scheina via MARS)

The ANA submarine Santiago del Estero, sister-ship to the ill-fated
Santa Fé. Argentine submarine operations during the war are
shrouded in secrecy; one claim has it that in all seven torpedos
were fired, but that which missed the already-burning HMS
Sheffield is the only one confirmed in available reports. In any
event, no British ship was successfully attacked. (Dr. R.
Scheina via MARS)

South Georgia were overwhelmed. Before Lt.
Keith Mills surrendered, his men had shot down at
Alouette III and a Puma helicopter, killed between
ten and 15 of the enemy, and inflicted serious
damage on the Granville with anti-tank rockets.
Meanwhile the Endurance, armed only with two
20mm cannon and two Wasp helicopters, waited
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out at sea, and for a while she continued to shadow
the Bahia Paraiso.

In response to one of the greatest national
humiliations of recent times, Britain immediately
severed diplomatic relations with Argentina and
froze Argentine assets in the British financial world.
A vigorous complaint at the breach of international
law was lodged with the United Nations Security
Council, which the following day passed by ten
votes to one Resolution 502, condemning the
Argentine aggression, calling for the immediate
withdrawal of the invaders, and enjoining Britain
and Argentina to seek a diplomatic solution to their
differences. A week later the EEC voted
unanimously to impose economic sanctions on
Argentina, and to ban the delivery of military
equipment to the Junta.

In their obvious expectation that Britain's
response would be confined to diplomatic and
economic measures, the Argentine Junta was
gravely mistaken. (One is tempted to add that it



was a mistake which could have been avoided by
the most superficial study of the political career of
Prime Minister Mrs. Margaret Thatcher.) An
extraordinary session of the British Parliament on 3
April gave the government a predictably hard time;
but all parties agreed that such a breach of
international law could not go unavenged, and
expressed almost unanimous support for the
despatch of a naval task force, reservations being
expressed only by the extreme and traditionally
pacifist Left of the Labour Party. Two days later
the concensus view that the disaster had been the
responsibility of the Foreign and Commonwealth
Office was marked by Mrs. Thatcher's acceptance
of the resignation of the Foreign Secretary, Lord
Carrington, and two of his subordinate ministers.

The Opposing Forces
While it was easy for politicians to make war-like
noises, it was not so readily apparent how such
noises could be translated into military credibility.
The Falklands, only 400 miles from Argentina, were
8.000 miles from Britain, and 6,000 from Gibraltar,
Britain's nearest base. The Royal Navy,
continuously run down since 1945, was but a
shadow of its former glory, when it had equalled the
combat fleets of the rest of the world combined. It
had suffered particularly severely from the 1981
defence cuts, which were designed to reduce it to an

The Hercules (D28) is of the British Type 42 destroyer class, but
differs in mounting two MM.38 Exocet launchers atop the
hangar aft since a 1980 refit, and has different EW equipment.
(Vickers SB Ltd via MARS)

anti-submarine force scarcely adequate to defend
the eastern half of the North Atlantic sea-route, the
life-line of NATO in the event of an East-West
confrontation. Fortunately, the projected cuts had
not yet been implemented, and a fairly impressive
fleet remained.

There were two anti-submarine aircraft carriers,
16 destroyers, 44 frigates and 31 submarines, of
which about a dozen frigates and a similar number
of submarines were either undergoing extensive
refits or were 'moth-balled' in reserve, requiring
several months work for re-activation. The
amphibious assault force consisted of two assault
ships and six logistic landing ships, plus about 60
minor non-ocean-going landing craft which were
irrelevant in the prevailing situation. The 1981 cuts
called for the reduction of the total number of
destroyers and frigates to 50, and the disposal of the
two amphibious assault ships (although both were
subsequently reprieved). The run-down of the
Royal Navy is best emphasised by pointing out that
even during the Suez crisis of 1956 it had at its
disposal no less than 14 carriers, 20 cruisers, 68
destroyers, 186 frigates, 54 submarines, 30 landing
ships and 36 major landing craft.

The Argentine Navy, which had been the
premier navy in Latin America since it had won a
naval arms race with Chile at the turn of the
century, had been nudged into second place by
Brazil during the late 1960s. It remained relatively
formidable in local terms, however, and had
actually narrowed the gap between itself and the
Royal Navy due to the latter's decline. In April
1982 it included one carrier, one cruiser, eight
destroyers, five frigates and four submarines, with a

7



further four destroyers, six frigates and six
submarines under construction. Rather ironically,
its major amphibious warfare unit, the LSD Candido
de Lasala, had been disposed of six months before the
Falklands adventure; but demonstrably adequate
sea-lift and amphibious assault capacity remained
in the shape of two landing ships and six transports
under naval command.

The Royal Navy
The major units of the Royal Navy were the carriers
Hermes and Invincible. The 24,000-ton Hermes had
been laid down as a light fleet carrier in 1944, but
had suffered a delay in completion until 1959 while
many design changes had been carried out. She was
converted to a Commando carrier in 1971/73, and
to a hybrid Commando/ASW carrier in 1976/77.
A further refit in 1980 equipped her to carry Harrier
'jump-jets', the usual complement being five of
these and nine Sea King ASW helicopters. She was
scheduled for scrapping in 1984, although the
Chilean Navy had evinced an interest in her. The
16,000-ton Invincible, the first of a class of three ASW
carriers of a new type (originally designated
'through-deck cruisers' to hoodwink a pacifist-
inclined Labour Party into voting funds for their
construction) normally carried a similar
complement of aircraft. Their initial air groups for
the Falklands campaign were five Sea Harriers of
No.801 Naval Air Squadron and five of No.899

The Rothesay class ASW frigate HMS Plymouth played a major
part in the campaign, being involved in the capture of South
Georgia and suffering major bomb damage at San Carlos,
which put her out of action for four days. This photo was taken
some time before the campaign, in the Far East. (MoD)

NAS on Invincible, and six each from Nos.800 and
899 NAS on Hermes. Although the only new carrier
to join the fleet for years, Invincible was then destined
for sale to Australia once her two sister-ships
Illustrious and Ark Royal were completed.

Of the 16 destroyers, six were equipped with
surface-to-surface and surface-to-air missiles, the
remaining ten having only SAMs in addition to
their guns and ASW armament. Of these the three
Type 22s—Broadsword, Battleaxe and Brilliant,
completed in 1979/81—displaced 3,500 tons and
each mounted four Exocet SSMs, two six-barrelled
Sea Wolf SAM launchers, and two Bofors
4omm/L6o AA guns. In addition, Brilliant had two
triple Mk 32 anti-submarine torpedo tubes; and
each carried either one or two Lynx helicopters—
potent weapons in their own right, capable of
carrying either ASMs or ASW torpedos.

The three surviving members of the 'County'
Class—Antrim. Glamorgan and Fife, since London had
been sold to Pakistan and Norfolk to Chile—had
been completed in 1966/70 and displaced 5,400
tons. They carried four Exocet SSMs, a twin Sea
Slug and two quadruple Sea Cat SAMs, a twin
4.5m. gun, two 20mm Oerlikons, and a Wessex
ASW helicopter which could double as a 'battle
taxi' for a squad of 16 Royal Marines.

Of the other destroyers, the 6,100-ton Bristol,
completed in 1973, mounted a twin Sea Dart SAM
launcher, an Ikara anti-submarine launcher, a
single 4.5m. and two 20mm guns, and had a landing
platform for a Wasp helicopter, although one was
not normally carried. The nine 3,500-ton Type
42s—Sheffield, Birmingham, Newcastle, Glasgow,
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General pre-war views of two Amazon class frigates, HMS
Ambuscade (F172) and Alacrity (F174), both of which served with the
Task Force. Following losses in the Falklands this class has
been severely criticised for the extensive use of aluminium in
the superstructure. Heavily armed for their size, they had
recourse to this light alloy construction to counter a possible
loss of stability due to this extra top-weight. Despite their
losses, these frigates performed valuable service under very
arduous conditions. Although their Exocet missiles were not
used, their guns, Sea Cat SAMs aft, and Lynx helicopters were
in constant use. (MoD)

Exeter, Southampton, Liverpool, Cardiff and Coventry, all
completed in 1975/82—each mounted a twin Sea
Dart, a single 4.5m. and two 20mm guns, and two
triple ASW torpedo tubes, and carried a Lynx
helicopter. The future of six more Type 42s at
various stages of construction hung in the balance,
although three additional Type 22s were to be
completed and a seventh ordered. The surviving
'County' Class ships were to be disposed of within
the next three years.

The British frigate force included the eight 2,750-
ton Type 21s, completed in 1974/78: Amazon,
Antelope, Active, Ambuscade. Arrow, Alacrity. Ardent and
Avenger each mounted four Exocets, a quadruple
Sea Cat, one 4.5m. and two 20mm guns, and two
triple ASW torpedo tubes, and carried a Lynx or
Wasp helicopter. The 26 'Leander' Class ships fell
into three distinct categories: Group I. ASW vessels
armed with Ikara forward: Group II. armed with

Exocet and Sea Cat forward; and Group III.
mounting either twin 4.5m. guns forward and
Limbo ASW launchers aft, or four Exocets and Sea
Wolf forward. For individual details of these ships,
displacing 2.450 tons and completed in 1974/81, see
the table at the back of this book. The ten
'Rothesay' Class frigates, from which the former
type were developed, displaced 2,380 tons and were
completed in 1960/61. They mounted a quadruple
Sea Cat. a twin 4.5in., and a triple Limbo ASW
mortar, and carried a Lynx or Wasp. The
"Leanders' and "Rothesays' were to be phased out of
service by the mid-1980s, although the construction
of an as-yet undesigned Type 23 class was
envisaged.

The real sting of the slimmed-down Royal Navy
lay in its submarines, of which the four 7.500-ton
nuclear powered 'Resolutions', completed in
1967/69, carried 16 Polaris nuclear missiles apiece
in addition to six torpedo tubes. There were 11
other nuclear powered attack submarines: the six
'Swiftsures', built in 1978/81: the two 'Valiants',
built in 1966/67; and the three "Churchills',
completed in 1970/71. All of these vessels were in the
4,200-4,400 ton surface displacement range, and
mounted five or six torpedo tubes. In addition there
were 13 diesel/electric 'Oberons' and three
'Porpoises', all completed between 1958 and 1967,
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all displacing 2,000 tons surfaced, and all mounting
eight torpedo tubes. Submarines were the only
growth area in the Nott plans, the nuclear powered
attack force being scheduled to rise to 17; and there
was provision for a new class of conventionally
powered hunter-killers to supplement and
eventually supercede the 'Oberons' and 'Porpoises'.

The two assault ships Intrepid and Fearless,
completed in 1965/67 to a design based on the
American LSD, displaced 11,000 tons and carried
eight smaller landing craft, with facilities for up to
five Wessex helicopters, to disembark a maximum
of 700 troops with their equipment. They carried a
defensive armament of a quadruple Sea Cat
launcher and two 40mm guns. The six logistic
landing craft were not true assault vessels, being
designed for the support of an already secured
beachhead; completed in 1966/67 and displacing
3,300 tons, they could carry 500 troops and their
equipment and up to 20 helicopters each. They
were named Sir Bedivere, Sir Lancelot, Sir Galahad,
Sir Geraint, Sir Percival and Sir Tristram.

Among the minor vessels of the Royal Navy were
three new 600-ton minehunters with six similar
ships under construction; plus 33 smaller and older
minesweepers and hunters dating back to the early
1950s, and 20 assorted patrol craft. More
importantly, there was a comprehensive fleet train
of six large fleet tankers and four fleet replenishment
ships, plus two stores support ships and a
multiplicity of smaller tankers, water carriers, stores
ships and tugs, permitting the fleet to operate far

Units of the Task Force head south after leaving Ascension
Island: from nearest, they are HMS Antrim, Broadsword, an
Amazon class frigate, and Plymouth. (MoD)

HMS Invincible, whose air cover and ASW capability was of
central importance to the Task Force. Her normal
complement (five Sea Harriers of No. 801 NAS and nine Sea
Kings of No. 820) was increased during the campaign by three
Sea Harriers of No. 899 NAS and two of No. 809, and at least one
extra Sea King was carried. The Sea Harriers in the stern view
carry both the all-over dark sea grey scheme of the original
complement, and in two cases the lighter grey scheme used
by No. 809. The self-defence capability of Invincible was woefully
inadequate; the forard Sea Dart virtually duplicates the role of
the aircraft, and close-in systems such as Sea Wolf have been
totally lacking. (MoD)

from its bases for extended periods.
This fleet was manned by a total of 74,000 all

ranks, men and women, including just under 8,000
Royal Marines whose major units comprised three
battalion-sized Commandos, a Special Boat
Squadron and two Raiding Squadrons. Naval
personnel were scheduled for cuts of 10,000 by the
mid-1980s.

Despite the abandonment of the conventional
fleet aircraft carrier the Fleet Air Arm retained a
fairly impressive inventory of about 500 principally
rotary-winged aircraft. There were scheduled to be
34 Sea Harrier V/STOL jet fighter-bombers in five
squadrons, of which one was a training unit; 94 Sea
King ASW and assault helicopters in six
operational and one training squadrons; 150
Wessex, in three training, one assault and one
general purpose squadrons plus two ASW flights;
88 Lynx, in one training squadron and 23 ASW
flights; 80 Wasps, in one training squadron and 22
ASW flights; plus small numbers of other fixed and
rotary-winged communications and training types.

Argentina's Naval Forces
The principle surface unit of the Argentine Navy
was the 16,000-ton, thrice-modernised light fleet
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The troopship SS Canberra refuels from the RFA Tidespring using
the abeam transfer method. During a short refit before sailing
the liner was fitted with two helicopter landing stations, which
can be seen over the forard swimming pool and aft of the
bridge, as well as replenishment equipment. (MoD)

carrier ARA Veinticinco de Mayo, completed as HMS
Venerable in 1945 and originally a 'half-sister' to
HMS Hermes. Sold to the Netherlands in 1948 as
HrMS Karel Doorman, she was sold third-hand to
Argentina in 1968 to replace an earlier and similar
carrier, ARA Independencia. Normally carrying 12
Douglas A-4Q Skyhawks, six Grumman Tracker
ASW aircraft and four Sea Kings, Veinticinco de
Mayo took part in the Falklands invasion with a
temporarily doubled complement of helicopters.
She had a defensive armament of ten 40mm guns,
and extensive modern electronic equipment of
Dutch origin.

Second largest ship in the Argentine fleet, but of
greatly diminished military importance, was the
cruiser ARA General Belgrano. Completed in 1939
and the last survivor of the Japanese attack on Pearl
Harbor, the 11,000-ton General Belgrano had been
acquired in 1951. together with a sister-ship, Nueve
de Julio, scrapped in 1979. With an armour belt
varying from 1.5 to 4 inches and deck armour
varying from 2 to 3 inches, the 43 year-old Belgrano
was one of very few armoured ships still afloat. Her
main armament consisted of 15 x 6in. guns in five
triple turrets, eight single 5m. and two twin 40mm
guns, plus two quadruple Sea Cat SAM launchers.
The old ship also carried two helicopters.

The most modern major surface vessels of the
fleet were the destroyers Hercules and Santísima
Trinidad, ironically enough British Type 42 vessels,

Seen from HMS Antrim, HMS Plumouth opens fire on enemy
positions at Grytviken in South Georgia on 25 April during the
action to recapture the dependency. (MoD)

the former built in Britain and the latter in
Argentina. The Hercules had in fact been built in the
neighbouring construction bay to HMS Sheffield,
with which she helpfully exchanged engines when
those of the latter were damaged by fire. As recently
as the beginning of March 1982 Santísima Trinidad
had been carrying out missile firing trials at the
Ministry of Defence range at Aberporth in Wales.

Argentina also had six old ex-US Navy
destroyers. These included the 2,400-ton Comodoro
Py of the 'Gearing' Class, completed in 1945 and
transferred in 1973; modified to FRAM II
standards, the Py carried four single Exocet
launchers in addition to her two twin 5m. guns, two
triple ASW torpedo tubes, and two Hedgehog anti-
submarine weapons, and was equipped to handle a
small helicopter. Slightly smaller were the three
2,200-ton 'Allen M. Sumner' Class destroyers Segui,
Hipólito Bouchard and Piedrabuena, the latter two also
modified to FRAM II standards before transfer in
1972. All completed in 1944, these ships each
mounted four Exocets and three twin 5m. guns, two
triple ASW torpedo tubes and two Hedgehogs, and
the latter two could handle a helicopter. Segui,
acquired in 1974, had no helicopter facility, but
carried two twin 3m. AA guns. Finally, there were
the 39 year-old 'Fletcher' Class Rosales and Almirante
Storni, transferred in 1971 and each mounting four
single 5in. guns, three twin 3m. AA guns, two triple
ASW torpedo tubes and two Hedgehogs. Four
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An Amazon class frigate in the South Atlantic. Sea conditions
were reasonable for much of the campaign, although cold and
windy; wind rarely exceeded Force 8 (34/4okts). Occasional
winds of Force 9 to 10 (55 + kts) created a swell up to 33ft.,
however, which combined with 20-ft. waves to produce swells
up to 50ft. The worst problem was the length and depth of the
swell, and at some moments even Invincible was heaving and
falling 30ft. every ten seconds. With temperatures of — 3 C and
55kt winds conditions in the open could be lethal, as windchill
factor effectively cut the temperature to — 15 C. This photo
shows clearly the 4.5m. Mk 8 fully automatic gun which saw a
great deal of use in the Falklands; at least one frigate wore out
its tube giving naval gunfire support. (Tom Smith, Daily
Express)

3,600-ton Meko Type 360 destroyers were under
construction in Germany, the first three being
actually in the water, and the first being scheduled
for commission in July 1982.

The escort force was completed by the French-
built Type A69 light frigates Drummond, Guerrico and
Granville, and the locally-built Murature and King,
both used for training. The first two Type A69S had
been ordered for South Africa but purchased by
Argentina when delivery was halted by the UN
arms embargo. Completed in 1978. these were

followed by the third vessel in 1981. Of just under
1,000 tons displacement, the A69s each mounted
four single Exocets; a 3.9in., a twin 40mm and two
20mm guns, and two triple ASW torpedo tubes.
The other ships were enlarged versions of a class of
minesweepers built in Argentina in the late 1930s,
themselves based on a German First World War
design. Completed in 1945 and 1946, these 1,000-
ton vessels mounted three single 4.1 in. and four
single 40mm guns; and were of minimal value in the
conditions of modern naval warfare. Six Meko
Type 140 1,700-ton light frigates were also building,
in local yards, with German assistance.

The submarine force consisted of the 1,200-ton
surface displacement Salta and San Luis, of the
German Type 209 class, both completed in 1974
and mounting eight torpedo tubes; and the 37 year-
old ex-US 'Guppy' Class Santa Fé and Santiago del
Estero, both of 1,900 tons and mounting ten torpedo
tubes, acquired in 1971. Two 1,700-ton and two
2.100-ton submarines were to be built in Argentina
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for completion in 1983/84, with an additional two of
the larger type under construction in Germany.

The main amphibious assault strength of the
Argentine Navy consisted of the 4,300-ton landing
ship Cabo San Antonio, completed in Argentina in
1978; designed to carry two smaller landing craft
and a helicopter, she had three quadruple 40mm
AA guns. Further sea-lift capacity was provided by
the three 4,600-ton transports Canal Beagle, Bahia
San Blas and Cabo de Hornos, all completed in
Argentina in 1978/79; the 32-year-old Canadian-
built Bahia Aguirre and Bahia Buen Suceso of 3,100
tons; and the 37-year-old, 2,400-ton ex-US LST
Cabo San Pio. There were also about three dozen
small landing craft of little relevance to the
Falklands campaign. The 9,000-ton polar transport
Bahia Paraiso and the 12,000-ton icebreaker
Almirante Irizar were also available for logistic
support, the former taking part in the invasion of
South Georgia, and both subsequently serving as
hospital ships.

The Argentine Navy also possessed two German-
built 200-ton fast attack craft and four Israeli-built
'Dabur' Class coastal patrol craft, all of which were
stationed in southern waters, where they appear to
have remained—although propaganda film
purporting to show them operating off the
Falklands was widely shown. There were also five
armed tugs used as patrol vessels. Six British-built
'Ton' Class minesweeper/hunters provided the
nucleus of a mine warfare force. Finally, there was a

modest but useful fleet train, of which the most
significant unit was the 14,400-ton replenishment
tanker Punta Medanos, completed in Britain in 1950.

This fleet was manned by a total of 36,000 all
ranks, including a naval air arm of 3,000 and a
Marine Corps of 10,000. (Details of the air and land
forces of the Navy will be found where relevant in
the accompanying titles, MAA 133: 'Land Forces'
and MAA 135: 'Air Forces'.) Also coming under
naval command was a coastguard force, the 9,000-
man Prefectura Naval, with ten large patrol vessels
of over 100 tons, about 30 smaller craft, and an air
wing of five Skyvan light transports and three Puma
and six Hughes 500 helicopters. Elements of this
organisation were deployed to the Falklands.

While the balance of forces appeared to give an
overwhelming superiority to the Royal Navy, the
Argentine Junta obviously calculated that in the
context of its NATO commitment only a relatively
small proportion of available forces could be
detached to the South Atlantic, where its true
function would be to strengthen Britain's hand at
the negotiating table. The idea that a country
which had given away the greatest empire in history
would actually fight for one of its few remaining
colonial liabilities was not worthy of serious
contemplation. In this assessment of the British
national mood, and of the realities of British
political life, the Junta were sorely mistaken.

The liner QE2, used to transport 5 Inf. Bde., was thought too The crippled Santa Ft lying in Grytviken harbour. Note the
valuable to be risked in 'Bomb Alley'; she transferred her damage caused by AS.12 missiles as they ripped through the
troops at South Georgia, where she is shown here with the conning tower, taking strips of plating with them, and
requisitioned trawler Northella, used as a minesweeper, exploded on the starboard side. (MoD)
alongside. (MoD)
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The Campaign
In the days following the invasion, Argentina
mounted a massive- air and sea-lift of personnel and
material into the islands. About 40 per cent of the
total Marine forces were already present. These
were rapidly reinforced by naval, air, and surface
elements. As early as 4 April a flight of four
MB.339A light strike jets of the 1st Naval Attack
Squadron, followed by T-34S of the 4th Naval
Attack Squadron, were flown into Stanley airport,
to be followed by additional elements of both units.
While the major naval surface units which had

HMS Conqueror approaches her base at Faslane, Scotland on her
return from the South Atlantic, and follows the old custom of
flying a 'Jolly Roger' to mark a successful patrol against
hostile forces. The centre motif is a skull on crossed torpedos;
in the top fly corner is a white warship silhouette, marking the
sinking of Belgrano, and in the top hoist corner is a white curved
dagger shape, marking a successful clandestine mission—e.g.
landing SBS men in enemy territory. The Leftist media made
great play of the apparent 'bloodthirstiness' of the Jolly Roger,
but the custom goes back more than 40 years and was adopted
by all Allied submarines in World War II. (MoD via MARS)

mounted the invasion returned to mainland bases
within a matter of days, two armed tugs—Alferez
Sobral and Comodoro Somellera—were deployed to the
newly established Apostadero Naval Malvinas.
Units of the Prefectura Naval, including at least
four of the German-built 8o-ton 'Z-28' Type patrol
craft and a number of aircraft, were also posted to
the islands. (Although details are sketchy at present,
it is thought that at one time at least one Super
Etendard was flown into Stanley.)

At first the islanders were treated with stiff
correctness; but the hapless young conscripts, who
found that the island paradise conjured up by
propaganda was in fact a barren and windswept
group of rocks, also found that any attempts at
friendliness were rebuffed by islanders whom they
had been led to believe would welcome them as
saviours from colonial oppression. The Falklanders'
worst fears of the consequences of Argentine
occupation were soon confirmed. Only three days
after the invasion the petty decrees imposing the
Spanish language and metric measurements, and
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HMS Sheffield was the first major British warship lost as a direct
result of enemy action since 1945. This was the first occasion
that an airborne anti-ship missile had been used in action; the
first use in action of Exocet; and the first operation in which a
guided missile destroyer had been in action. The missile's
entry hole can be seen at the base of the smoke-pall close to the
waterline. Although it did not detonate, its passage through
the ship fractured fuel lines, destroyed pumps controlling the
water main, wrecked the control room, and ended in the
damage control headquarters, where its fuel started raging
fires which the crew were at first obliged to fight with water-
buckets and hand-extinguishers for lack of anything better.
Just visible on the bridge roof ahead of the radome is a large
Union flag recognition sign, reminding us that Argentina also
had Type 42 destroyers. (MoD)

driving on the right, were followed by altogether
more sinister announcements. Martial law was
declared, and heavy penalties were threatened for
failure to show 'due respect' to the occupiers and
their 'national symbols'. On 7 April Brig.Gen.
Mario Benjamin Menendez, an officer with a
reputation for ruthless suppression of dissidents in
north-west Argentina, was appointed military
governor of the Malvinas Territory, as the
Falklands were now officially termed in Argentina.

The Task Force Assembles
While the British government had largely misread
the warning signals of impending invasion, a Royal
Fleet Auxiliary tanker had been dispatched to the
South Atlantic on 30 March, and plans for the
assembly of a naval task force were already in hand
when news of the invasion reached Britain three
days later.

While the Endurance remained in the area,
deliberately avoiding Argentine naval units for
which her two puny 20mm guns would have been
no match, the nearest British forces were a squadron
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of 16 destroyers and frigates which had just
completed a NATO exercise off Gibraltar. It was
nevertheless announced that from 12 April Britain
would enforce a Total Exclusion Zone within a 200-
mile radius of the Falklands, and that any
Argentine vessels found within that zone would be
sunk. The instruments of this threat were rumoured
to be two British nuclear attack submarines, Superb
and Spartan, which were on station in the South
Atlantic. This had the effect of persuading the major
Argentine surface units to return to the mainland
bases from which they seldom emerged thereafter;
but it was pure bluff, since both submarines were at
that time in the North Atlantic, and Superb was on
her way home to her base at Faslane. (British
submarine deployment is still subject to official
secrecy, but it is believed that Spartan did later sail
for the South Atlantic.)

The carriers Hermes and Invincible, together with
the assault ship Fearless, were at Portsmouth—a
dockyard scheduled to be downgraded under the
Nott cuts—and were made ready for sea in the
incredible space of three days. The task was done by
dockyard personnel working round the clock, many
of them with redundancy notices in their pockets.
The logistic landing ship Sir Geraint, loaded with
stores, had actually left Plymouth on the evening of
2 April, within hours of the news of the invasion.
These ships were followed in quick succession by
the fleet oilers Tidespring, Olmeda, Appleleaf and
Pearleaf and the fleet replenishment ships Fort
Austin, Resource and Stromness; the last-named,
refitted as a troop transport in a matter of days,
embarked part of 45 Cdo.RM. The Chilean
Navy agreed to accept a delay in the delivery of the
oiler Tidepool, sold to them two months earlier, and
she once more hoisted her old flag to join the
growing fleet. A former submariner, Rear Admiral
John ('Sandy') Woodward, was rescued from a
Whitehall desk to command the Task Force; by the
time he joined his flagship Hermes at sea, by
helicopter, the destroyers Antrim, Glamorgan,
Coventry, Glasgow, Sheffield, Battleaxe, Brilliant and
Broadsword, and the frigates Ariadne, Plymouth and
Yarmouth had joined what one commentator was
insensitive enough to describe as an 'armada'. This
was already the largest fleet of British warships
assembled since the Suez crisis of 1956. Ironically,
many of the men who served in it had also been



marked for redundancy in the near future.
The second assault ship, HMS Intrepid, already

decommissioned and awaiting disposal, was rapidly
brought back into service; together with the logistic
landing ships Sir Bedivere, Sir Galahad, Sir Lancelot, Sir
Percival and Sir Tristram.

As early as 4 April contingency plans were put in
hand for the requisitioning of merchant ships to
carry additional troops and equipment. The first to
be taken over was the P&O cruiseliner Canberra ;her
conversion into a troop ship began as soon as she
docked at Southampton on 7 April, and as soon as
was practicable she began embarking 40 and 42
Cdo.RM and 3rd Parachute Bn. She was followed
by the container ship Elk, which loaded two Troops
of the Blues and Royals (Royal Horse Guards)
with their Scorpion and Scimitar tracked re-
connaissance vehicles, and heavy bridging gear of
the Royal Engineers. The Europic and Norland
ferries embarked 2nd Parachute Bn.; and Atlantic
Conveyor (a container ship converted into a make-
shift aircraft carrier to transport 20 Harriers) was
also pressed into service.

The liner Uganda, on an educational cruise in the
Mediterranean, disembarked 1,000 school children
at Gibraltar, where she was rapidly fitted out as a
hospital ship. Also converted to serve as hospital
ships were the naval surveying vessels Hecla, Herald
and Hydra. The Royal Yacht Britannia, which has
an alternative wartime role as a hospital ship, was
not deployed to the South Atlantic, to the
frustration of her crew. By mid-April a total of 31
merchant vessels—two passenger liners, three
container ships, two other cargo vessels, 16 tankers,
four large trawlers converted as minesweepers, an
oil-rig tender for use as a repair ship, and three
powerful tugs—had been pressed into naval service.

The War of Words
As the Task Force plodded southwards, its speed
limited to that of its slowest elements, frantic
diplomatic attempts to avoid armed conflict were in
progress, chiefly under the auspices of the US
government. The Anglo-Argentine confrontation
placed the USA in an unenviable position, since it
had treaty obligations to both parties, and common
interests with both. While backing UN Resolution
502, the USA had stopped short of full economic
sanctions or a total military embargo. The Soviet

This photo of the old target frigate Undaunted, after being struck
forard by an Exocet fired on the range by HMS Norfolk, proves
beyond question that the AM.39 which struck Sheffield on 4 May
did not, in fact, explode. The damage done by a detonating
Exocet warhead is shown here to be so gross that Sheffield's loss
would have been much quicker, and her casualty list many
times longer. (MoD via MARS)

Union and its Cuban satellite had given strong
verbal support to Argentina, and the possibility of
the affair escalating into a full-scale East-West
confrontation could not be ruled out. In an effort to
defuse a potentially explosive situation US Sec-
retary of State Alexander Haig was despatched
on an exhausting three-week shuttle mission
between London and Buenos Aires, in an attempt to
find some common ground for a settlement. While
preserving a necessary semblance of neutrality, the
US government nevertheless assisted Britain in a
number of ways. The most useful and tangible form
of support was the facility of the use of the US
military air base at Ascension Island, a British
possession approximately half way between Britain
and the Falklands leased to the USA by the British
government. Under existing arrangements the US
also passed on intelligence information gained from
spy satellites.

On 12 April, the day when the Total Exclusion
Zone around the Falklands officially came into
effect, the Task Force reached Ascension for much-
needed replenishment. Twelve RAF Nimrod long-
range maritime reconnaissance aircraft from
Kinloss and St. Mawgan were sent to Ascension;
and on 19 April it was announced that some of the
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As Sheffield burns, HMS Arrow lies close alongside pumping
water in a vain attempt to contain her fires—which were so
fierce that Arrow herself was in considerable danger. Capt. Salt
decided to abandon ship after five hours of exhausting efforts
to save her, when it became clear that the fire was out of
control, and when it was known that enemy submarines were
active one torpedo had already been fired at Sheffield as she
burned. Note broad black stripe painted from funnel to
waterline on British Type 42s as a recognition measure. (MoD)

RAF's Vulcan bombers, retired from service only
weeks before, would be re-activated to carry out
operations from Ascension. After four days at
Ascension, spent refuelling, replenishing, embark-
ing extra equipment flown out from Britain by RAF
Hercules, and stretching the troops' legs, the Task
Force resumed its voyage on 16 April.

Three days later the sighting of a submarine
periscope caused the first alert, and the following
day all ships of the Task Force went on to a war
footing as they approached extreme flying range of
Argentine land-based aircraft. Adm. Woodward
had only 22 Sea Harriers at his disposal—12
crammed aboard Hermes, of which only eight could
be operated simultaneously, and ten aboard
Invincible, of which only five could operate at any
one time. Lack of adequate air cover was to be the
major preoccupation throughout the campaign;
Argentina had a total of more than 130 modern
fighters and fighter-bombers, as well as nine old
Canberra bombers and over 100 light strike types.

Meanwhile, the Haig peace mission was
foundering; on 23 April the new British Foreign
Secretary, Francis Pym, flew to Washington to try
to convince the US administration to come out
unequivocally on Britain's side. On the same day
Adm. Woodward announced the imposition of an
air as well as a sea blockade throughout the TEZ,
which the Task Force had now entered. On that
same day the Task Force suffered its first casualty
when a Sea King helicopter from Hermes ditched
with the loss of one crewman.

Argentine aircraft, principally Boeing 707
transports, had been shadowing the Task Force
since 20 April, as had the merchant ship Rio de La
Plata until she was chased off by a frigate. These
observers now noted that the Task Force had split
into two elements, one of which headed southwards
and the other east.

The Shooting War Begins
The smaller element, including the destroyer
Antrim, the frigate Plymouth and the tanker
Tidespring rendezvoused with the ice patrol ship
Endurance off South Georgia on 22 April. (Endurance
had remained in the vicinity of South Georgia since
3 April, maintaining a tenuous communications
link with a party of British scientists on South
Georgia, and with London via a satellite link.)



Although hard information is not available, it is
believed that on the night of 20/21 April 12 men of
the Royal Marines SBS were put ashore from
the submarine Onyx. The manner of their arrival
in the theatre of operations deserves comment;
several days earlier they had parachuted into
the icy sea from a Hercules transport, wearing
scuba gear, to rendezvous with the submerged
submarine and board her, while still submerged, by
way of one of the escape hatches. The following day
some 15 men of 22 SAS Regt. were also inserted, by
Wessex helicopter, to reconnoitre. In blizzard
conditions, with winds of 100mph, the helicopter
crashed during an attempt to pick them up later the
same day. A second Wessex, from Tidespring, also
crashed. A third, from Antrim, finally succeeded in
evacuating the SAS men, their weapons and
equipment, and the stranded aircrew—an
astonishing feat of airmanship, in appalling 'white-
out' conditions, by Lt.Cdr. Ian Stanley, whose
Wessex carried a gross overload of 17 men on the
successful flight, his seventh mission in two days.
Lt.Cdr. Stanley was awarded an immediate DSO.

On 24 April the SAS party again went ashore,
this time from rubber boats, again without
attracting the attention of the small garrison—a
company of Argentine Marines.

The following morning the Wessex from Antrim
and a Lynx from an 'Amazon' Class frigate,
returning after a recce flight, spotted the Argentine

The burnt-out Sheffield, in which 20 men died, the youngest an 18-
year-old cook. Taken in tow, she was eventually scuttled on 10
May when the weather took a turn for the worse. (Martin
Cleaver, Press Association)

submarine Santa Fé proceeding away from
Grytviken harbour, where she had landed 40
Marine reinforcements. The Wessex closed, and
dropped two depth charges close alongside, which
did irreparable machinery damage although not
actually holing the hull. This attack was followed
up by another, by a Lynx from HMS Brilliant, after
which the crippled submarine turned about and
began limping back towards the island. At that
point a Wasp from HMS Endurance attacked the
Santa Fe, firing a number of AS.12 missiles; these
passed through the thin plating of the conning tower
and detonated on the other side, the plating having
insufficient strength to detonate them on impact.
Under these attacks, followed by machine gun runs,
the crew eventually drove the submarine ashore
and abandoned her.

Capitalising on the enemy's confusion, 120 men
of 'M'Coy., 42 RM Cdo., supported by about 30
SAS troops, landed by helicopter under cover of
bombardment by the 4.5m. guns of the naval
vessels. After brief resistance the Argentine garrison
surrendered, one being shot in error. In all 156
Argentine service personnel, including the crew of
Santa Fe and its erstwhile passengers, plus 38
Argentine civilians, became prisoners. The sur-
render was formally signed aboard HMS Plymouth
by Lt.Cdr. Alfredo Astiz, the garrison commander.
A sinister figure, whose activities in the mid-1970s
prompted the governments of both Sweden and
France to request the opportunity to question him
about the disappearance of their nationals a 17-
year-old girl and two elderly missionary nuns —
allegedly at his hands, Astiz was not repatriated
with the other prisoners. He was eventually flown
to Britain, but a strict interpretation of the Geneva
Convention unfortunately obliged Britain to
release him. He reached Uruguay, but is reported
to have disappeared there. The Argentine govern-
ment displays no interest in this fact.

Filled with a justifiable pride at the satisfactory
outcome of the first phase of the expulsion of the
invaders, Adm. Woodward told a reporter with the
Task Force: 'South Georgia was the appetiser. Now
this is the heavy punch coming up behind. This is
the run-up to the big match, which in my view-
should be a walk-over'. These ill-considered words
from an officer unused to dealing with the Press—as
are most Royal Navy, as opposed to British Army,


