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Dedicated to my wife Maureen

Thank you for putting up with me during this very long project.

Also to my mother and father who encouraged me to write this account, but sadly who both died before the project was finished.

And to the memory of those who gave their all on Mount Longdon.
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FOREWORD

by Major General Jonathan Shaw CB CBE

In 1982, Argentina invaded the Falkland Islands. A British Task Force, including The 3rd Battalion, The Parachute Regiment, was assembled to assist in reclaiming the islands. I was a 24-year-old Platoon Commander, of 6 Platoon, B Company, 3 PARA. We had no idea this was to be a defining moment of all our lives.

On Saturday 12 June I would lead my men on to Mount Longdon. Our objective was to capture the summit, codenamed Fly Half. All went well until an anti-personnel mine exploded among 4 Platoon and, almost immediately, Mount Longdon came alive. What followed next will stay with me for the rest of my life. They say, ‘No plan survives first contact with the enemy.’ And that is true: chaos; confusion; everything we thought we knew about the enemy turned out to be wrong. This was the most intense night of most of our lives and, since then, many of us will have fought and relived that night many times. Those memories are recorded in extraordinary detail in this book and I would like to thank Jimmy O’Connell for putting this excellent account of the battle together, and for keeping the memories alive of those men who made the ultimate sacrifice for Queen and Country.

My abiding memory of that night is that, from my platoon, more men died while trying to save their friends than trying to kill the enemy. This spirit of self-sacrifice has ever since epitomized for me the highest ideal of military service. Love is not the first emotion people think of when they think of paratroopers. But they should, and reading this book will show them why.

Lt Jonathan Shaw
Officer Commanding 6 Platoon, 1982


FOREWORD

from the privately published edition, 2013

by Lieutenant General Sir Hew Pike
KCB DSO MBE

Jimmy O’Connell has done us all a unique service, by travelling thousands of miles over the past few years to gather together the threads of this perspective – the reflections and memories of many former friends and comrades-in-arms forty years on from an extraordinary passage of arms. He has put together a wonderful record of courage, tenacity, stoicism, self-sacrifice, teamwork and, of course, humour, so that from all these personal reminiscences, a number of threads can consistently be traced, all of them timeless truths of war. The qualities of the soldiers of 3 PARA naturally dominate all else: as you read these pages about the terrible battle for Mount Longdon, you will think to yourself, ‘Greater love hath no man than this, that a man lay down his life for his friends.’ Striking, too, is to remember how such close bonds are formed, in the training and selection process for The Parachute Regiment and Airborne Forces, a process founded in World War II, nurtured in the decades that followed and further vindicated on operations since 1982.

The awful nature of close-quarter combat, the devastating effect of artillery and mortar fire, the confusion and setbacks of a long night battle among the rocks, tested unsparingly the resolve of the men remembered in these pages.

Jimmy has presented his own great salute to his former comrades, whose stories remind us of the qualities essential to the soldier who will prevail.

Hew Pike, Commanding Officer
3rd Battalion The Parachute Regiment, 1982


THE FALKLAND ISLANDS

The ownership of the Falkland Islands has been a long and contentious issue between Argentina and the United Kingdom, mainly due to the distance of the Islands being 300 miles from Argentina and 8,000 miles from UK. During the past 500 years the Falkland Islands have been occupied at various times by the British, French, Spanish and Argentines; however, the UK claim to sovereignty dates back to 1690, when English sailors first landed on the islands, and almost continuously since 1833 when a British settlement was established.

Argentina first raised its claim to the Falkland Islands in 1829, only to abandon it in 1850. A second attempt in the 1880s resulted in the UK ignoring the issue. However, the creation of the United Nations in 1945 brought about another opportunity; in 1960 the UN’s interest in colonization presented Argentina with a third chance to reignite their claim, and in 1965 the UK found itself succumbing to the UN’s demand for sovereignty negotiations.

By 1971 the dispute between Argentina and UK came down to territorial integrity versus residents’ right to self-determination. The latter won and by 1972 the Falklanders had gained an effective veto over what could happen to their islands. The UK Parliament was firmly behind them and their wish to remain British – whether that was in the best interests of the islands or Britain’s relationship with South America had become irrelevant.

Argentina could not accept that only the islanders could decide on the outcome. The Falklands were seen as ‘Little Britain’ and Argentina’s frustrations would lead to a change of tactics. On 24 March 1976 an Argentine right-wing coup overthrew President Isabel Perón and a military junta (dictatorship) officially named National Reorganization Process was installed, headed by Lieutenant General Jorge Rafael Videla as President of Argentina. In December 1981 General Leopoldo Galtieri ousted Videla to become President and immediately began planning an invasion of the Falkland Islands; by this stage the economy was in deep recession and the regime was increasingly unpopular.

In May 1979 Margaret Thatcher became UK’s first female prime minister, a controversial figure whom people either loathed or loved. Her election was followed by many turbulent years in the UK – the IRA was highly active in Northern Ireland and on the British mainland; there were serious riots in Brixton, Toxteth and other inner-city centres across the UK; and the Iranian Embassy fell under siege, resolved only after a decisive operation by the SAS.

On 19 March 1982 Argentine marines posing as civilians landed on South Georgia in the Southern Atlantic and raised the Argentine flag – this was followed on 2 April by a full-scale invasion of the Falkland Islands. News of the invasion was received positively in Argentina, and the anti-junta demonstrations were replaced by patriotic support of President Galtieri and his government, who believed the UK would not respond… but they were wrong.

The politics at that time, both international and domestic, will be forever debated, but in 1982, as the British Naval Task Force sailed south, all those on board were in no doubt who was the aggressor and the need to reclaim the Falkland Islands by any means possible. The British soldiers, sailors and airmen had only one thing on their mind – they had a job to do.


INTRODUCTION

This book is a testimony to the men of 3 PARA Battle Group. It is not exaggerated in any way, and is a factual account. These men and the memories of this battle have been with me since 1982, although the war has been over for nearly forty years. Every morning as I wash my face, my scars and my glass eye are constant reminders of the heroism of the men with whom I had the honour to serve, who I know never received the credit they were due. Among these men are several who saved my life in the most extraordinary circumstances and yet received nothing.

This book will give you some understanding of the bravery shown over those three days. How young men barely out of school will kill and be killed; how in the most awful of circumstances, some will break down and cry, yet others will shine and find they thrive in the mud and blood of the battlefield. It will show you the meaning of compassion, and how, while some men will lay down their lives for their friends, others will be quite indifferent to the suffering of their fellow men. This is our story.

The battle for Mount Longdon was part of a three-phase attack which it was hoped would bring about the end of the Falklands conflict with Argentina. British forces were to break through the ring of mountains surrounding Port Stanley. These mountains had been occupied by Argentine forces for ten weeks and had been turned into formidable defensive positions, with registered targets for defensive mortar, artillery and machine-gun fire on all approaches. Mount Longdon also had minefields running along the south, west and northern approaches of the feature.

The units involved on the night of 11 June 1982 were 3 PARA, 42 Cdo and 45 Cdo with all their attached arms. This book will concentrate solely on 3 PARA; they had been selected to be the first unit to initiate what was a relatively simple battle plan. After leaving the Start Line in a silent attack (until it went noisy), A and C Companies would secure an area 600 metres to the north of Mount Longdon known as Wing Forward.

With B Company leaving the Start Line and advancing east towards the mountain, the three platoons would separate to their various tasks: 6 Platoon would capture the feature known as Fly Half, then proceed to another feature known as Full Back and secure this. At the same time 4 and 5 Platoons would move along the northern edge of the mountain, clearing the lower slopes all the way to Full Back. Once Mount Longdon was secure A and C Companies would, if time allowed, capture an Argentine company position located on Wireless North (code name Rum Punch), a feature that lies north of Wireless Ridge.

The resulting battle for Mount Longdon featured some of the British Army’s bloodiest and most deadly close-quarter fighting since the Korean War. 3 PARA found themselves under fire from the front, rear and sides, with enemy appearing from a multitude of hiding places on this rocky feature; the resulting casualties bear testament to a battle that was more extreme and more violent than anyone had expected. For example, the battalion was poorly equipped for the 1982 campaign, having been issued with second-hand winter clothing, which came from the King’s Own Scottish Borderers who had just returned from Norway. Though their kit was ready for the bin we were issued with it and once we landed on the Falklands it quickly began to fall apart due to the extreme weather.

Also by today’s standards it is almost unbelievable that the government would send soldiers to fight in war with no body armour of any kind or even an adequate helmet. At that time the Parachute Regiment were using the lightweight parachute helmet made by Thetford Moulded Products. The shell was made of fibreglass and offered no ballistic protection – in fact it probably had the same ballistic properties provided by a cycle helmet.

Many people assume that helicopters featured heavily in the Falklands War, but for this battle, severely wounded soldiers were forced to wait at least ten hours, and sadly in some cases died due to the delay. Compare that with more recent campaigns such as Afghanistan, for example, where evacuation of ‘urgent’ casualties to a NATO Role 2 or 3 medical facility takes less than 60 minutes, despite a NATO standard of 90 minutes. Any mission that exceeds the 60-minute limit is subject to a delayed mission report. Lt Col James M Ryan (a field surgeon during the campaign) was quoted in the Journal of The Royal Army Medical Corps as saying the Falklands War had more in common with the First World War or even the Boer War, than it did with a modern conflict. Despite all this, the formidable qualities of Parachute Regiment soldiers should never be underestimated: they tend to thrive in adversity and do not know when to quit. These same qualities took the battalion on a 60-mile advance over the most hostile terrain in appalling weather conditions, then to fight and win a battle against the odds, suffering the highest casualties of any land battle during the campaign, then march into Port Stanley with maroon berets on and heads held high.

My personal role during the battle was as a member of Support Company, Anti-Tank Platoon. Our platoon had been divided up between the rifle companies and my section was attached to C Company to provide extra firepower. C Company’s role was to remain out of contact but to stay close enough to be able to provide support or react to any contingencies that may arise during the battle. Once Mount Longdon was captured, B Company would consolidate on the mountain and C and A Companies would push eastwards to capture Wireless Ridge North.

During the battle, although the company that I was attached to remained out of contact, it was extensively shelled with artillery and mortars and constantly swept with machine-gun fire resulting in various gunshot and shrapnel injuries. I was wounded during the occupation of our designated area. I received a glancing gunshot wound, a bullet passing from left to right clipping my face as it passed in front of my left eye, then went through the bridge of my nose, took out my right eye and cheekbone, then carried on its deadly journey. The impact also caused my teeth to bang together with such force it knocked out my top front teeth.

Experiences like mine were very common on Mount Longdon, which saw a truly shocking number of horrific casualties on both sides. As you read this book, which is written as an oral history, using extensive interviews with the soldiers themselves, you will learn of the terrible ordeals of the young men involved, many fresh from school. Although members of the British Armed Forces cannot legally be deployed on the frontline until they have turned 18, this seems to have been overlooked during the Falklands War, as many members of the Task Force serving in the exclusion zone were 17 years old; in fact 3 PARA had a very young battalion with ten 17-year-olds, and forty-two 18-year-olds. Two of the 17-year-olds and two aged 18 would be listed among the final death toll.

Another feature of the conflict back in 1982 was the absence of aftercare for those involved. No one ever asked, ‘How are you? Are you okay?’ PTSD was never spoken about. It was almost as if once we returned from the war, it had never happened; we were back to barrack-room duties and military exercises. There was a huge spike in soldiers self-medicating with drink; everyone drank and fought more, including me – when I say more, I mean to oblivion – everyone was different, we couldn’t really take authority. There was a general feeling of, what can you do to me that hasn’t already be done? Many soldiers left within a few years. In hindsight I think every one of us was suffering from PTSD to some degree, but back then there were no mobile phones or computers – you couldn’t just reach out to any agencies. Several members of the battalion took their own lives, others struggled on with their demons and although they did not take their own lives, PTSD without doubt killed them through drink and health conditions exacerbated by their poor physical or mental health. Marriages broke up; veterans ended up in jail for extreme acts of violence, even murder. Even today I think we all suffer to a certain degree, we all have our bad moments, which can often occur out of the blue and take us by surprise, we all have episodes of anger, guilt and confusion over what happened and why.

I think these two quotes sum it up very well:

‘In war, there are no unwounded soldiers.’ José Narosky

‘Not all scars are visible and not all wounds heal.’ Lisa French

When I left the army in late 1984, I found it extremely difficult getting work. I found a couple of temporary jobs, but a lot of employers simply said, ‘We’d employ you but for your one eye,’ which at the time was disappointing. However, a friend said, ‘Why don’t you try the taxis?’ I said, ‘But surely, the minimum requirement is two eyes to be a taxi driver?’ I applied anyway to Liverpool Hackney Carriage Office and was granted a taxi licence. The job was a lifesaver for me, and I subsequently worked for twenty-three years driving a black cab around Liverpool and created a small taxi business employing five men.

In 2007, twenty-five years after the end of the war in the November, I was given the opportunity to visit the Falkland Islands as part of a 25th Falklands War Pilgrimage, funded by the National Lottery. When I first applied to go on the trip I was told there were no places left. However, at a very late stage someone dropped out and off I went. Unbeknown to me, this trip would be something of a turning point for me, as it became the catalyst for writing this book. Finally going back to Mount Longdon with several of my colleagues was highly emotional. Walking around the mountain on a beautiful sunny day, where so much death and destruction had taken place, was just so moving for all of us; standing all these years later where my friends had died moved me so much that I decided there and then that I had to do something to keep the memories of these men alive.

I had read books that had been written about the battle for Mount Longdon and I knew that some were just plainly wrong. They had been written by historians who had relied on one man’s version of events and never questioned whether it was factually correct, or by veterans of the battle who had written their own accounts of how they saw the battle. One man’s perspective is limited and cannot give the overall view of a battalion attack, especially when the rifle companies and individual platoons are all fighting their own battles in different areas.

However hard I looked, I just couldn’t find a book that portrayed the battle for Mount Longdon as it actually was.

I returned home to Liverpool thinking, how do I write a book about all of this? I’d come to the realization that if anyone was going to write this story, perhaps it was going to be me. I bought several books including titles such as How to Write a Book. But nothing really prepared me for the huge project I was about to take on.

In 2010 I began writing in earnest. My plan was to get it all finished so that my former colleagues could read it when the thirtieth anniversary came around in 2012.

I began contacting as many veterans of the battle as I could find, asking would it be possible to meet up for a chat, have a phone conversation or email correspondence about their memory of the battle and what role they played as it unfolded. I began travelling all around the UK, knocking on doors, drinking endless cups of tea and chatting with people I had not seen in years, about what they had seen and done. I had known, from my visit to the Falklands, that people’s stories would be varied but the thing I found with all participants was how limited their view of the battle was; they all seemed to be very much in their own bubble. The fighting was so terrifying, and it was so dark – unlike the Argentine forces the British soldiers had little or no access to night-vision equipment – that they knew very little of anyone or anything that was happening within 20 metres of them, let alone what happened on the other side of the mountain. If they were in A Company they knew little of B Company, if they were in 6 Platoon they knew very little about 4 Platoon and so on.

At the end of the interview process I had spoken to over 148 veterans of the battle.

Once I had recorded my interviews, I would begin the hard job of typing everything out; as I cannot type with two hands – I am a one-finger typist – this made the task so much longer.

I think in my naivety I had underestimated how hard it would be to write a book, especially a factual account. I worked full-time on the manuscript, every day either writing, chasing someone up, visiting people or doing research, visiting museums or archives, but in hindsight I loved doing it. Meeting up, having a chat with old friends – it doesn’t get better than that, and slowly seeing the whole thing come together was a fantastic two-year journey, which would not have been possible without a very understanding wife.

As I got more and more involved in the project, I found I wanted to fill in even more gaps. What happened between this moment and that moment? Where did that story originate? Who saw whom doing what? I had a brainwave, and decided to contact some veterans of the battle, asking if they would like to return to the Falklands with me to walk through their actual movement during the battle on the mountain, just as I had done on that earlier trip. This second trip provided incredible, invaluable detail. In the end I went back to the Falklands five times with different groups of men from the various rifle companies and platoons.

When visiting the Falkland Islands veterans can stay at Liberty Lodge, which can accommodate up to twelve. It is a wonderful log cabin-style building, very informal, and we veterans all mucked in with cooking. Liberty Lodge’s running and maintenance costs are paid for by charitable donations, all guests making a donation at the end of their stay.

I used a Dictaphone to record my interviews. I would place it on the table alongside a large folder with all manner of photos of Mount Longdon. I was fortunate that on one of my visits I met a Royal Marine veteran in the Victory Bar, and after a few pints it turned out he now worked in the Falklands as a helicopter pilot, and agreed to take me on a flight over Mount Longdon. I was able to take many aerial photos of the various approaches to the mountain.

On one return trip to the Falklands with several members of B Company, we were on the top of Mount Longdon by the memorial cross. About 100 metres away was a group of about eight Argentine veterans, from which a young Argentine clearly too young to have been in the war made his way across to us. He said, ‘Can my friends meet you? They are veterans of the battle and would like say hello.’ In our group we had two amputees and two who had been wounded during the battle, but we understood that the only other people who know how hard the battle was, are our opponents, the enemy. We said, ‘No problem, tell them to come over.’ They came across and we shook hands, one of the Argentines had a bottle of wine and some plastic glasses, we all drank and gave a toast to absent friends; everything was translated through their young friend. At the end of the day we are all just soldiers sent to do our country’s bidding. I think that is why I have no animosity to any Argentines.

As a result, some of the most important people in making this book accurate were the Argentine veterans of the battle. Lieutenant Sergio Dachary, who was the commander of the Marine Infantry Anti-Aircraft Platoon, gave the exact location of all his .50 Cal machine guns. Fortunately he had interviewed his men after the battle, and these accounts were invaluable. His input was especially generous as he had lost his brother, Lieutenant Alejandro Dachary of 601st Anti-Aircraft Artillery Group, who was killed while manning Argentine defences at Port Stanley Airport.

Another veteran, Cpl Gustavo Pedemonte, 2 Platoon, B Company, 7th Infantry Regiment, gave a fascinating eyewitness account of his part in the clash between Sgt Ian McKay VC and Argentine forces. This is a unique view from an enemy soldier of a Victoria Cross action, which is very rare in VC awards.

One of things that I discovered was that on both sides, many of these men had not spoken about their experiences; they had simply locked them away, almost as if it was something that needed to be hidden from their family. Even those that were seriously wounded had found the memory too painful to share with family, but because I was a fellow veteran we had a bond, and were able to talk informally. Slowly these stories began to come out. During this process, on several occasions tears were shed. But I pushed on, determined to save these men’s stories, or their struggles and sacrifice would have all been for nothing. The book had morphed from being an interesting idea to something I now thought was really important. All my travel and expenses around the UK to interview my colleagues, visit museums and archives and travel back and forth to the Falklands were paid for out of my own pocket, and I wouldn’t have been able to afford it at all if I hadn’t sold my taxi business in 2010.

I was initially writing the book for the veterans and the families of veterans who took part or were killed in the battle, and I thought if I could get 500 copies printed ‘we’ would buy it as something we could keep as a record. But people I showed the book to suggested I should get it published professionally, so I contacted a publisher and told them what I was doing and asked would they be interested in it. They said they would, and to keep them informed of my progress. I ploughed on.

Then, in January 2012, I was in the final stages of putting the book together when one afternoon I received a phone call telling me to attend a clinic appointment as I had recently attended the hospital for breathing problems due my nasal injuries. I wasn’t unduly concerned, but it was to be a life-changing appointment: the doctor told me I had kidney cancer. I immediately asked, how long have I got? But he said we don’t know, it’s not until we open you up that we can see how far it has spread. It was devastating news, even more so telling my wife and boys. From working on the book almost full time, my life took a completely different route of hospitals, surgery and uncertainty, of planning for my immediate death. Fortunately, I had fantastic treatment from the NHS, my cancerous kidney was rapidly removed and it was confirmed the cancer had not spread, it had been contained in my left kidney. However, my right kidney then began to fail and I ended up on dialysis, attending hospital every other day where my blood was cleaned over a six-hour period.

During this time I finished my book and in 2013 I contacted my initial publisher and was told, they were sorry but as the thirtieth anniversary had passed they were not interested, as they had moved on to the various upcoming anniversaries. To be honest I wasn’t that disappointed as I had other bigger and more pressing health problems to deal with. I did contact a number of other publishers, one of which told me that the world doesn’t need another Falklands book, while another said, ‘Sorry, with the anniversary passing, I’m afraid you’ve missed the boat.’

So, I had a 220,000-word manuscript full of incredible detail, and no publisher wanted it! But that didn’t matter too much to me because the plan had always been to write this book for veterans and their families. Undeterred, I decided to self-publish the book as an ebook, just to get it out there, so people could read of the men that I had had the privilege to serve with.

Immediately the feedback from the ebook edition was fantastic, with up to 185 five-star reviews. It went to number 1 in the military Kindle charts, and then Soldier Magazine gave it a wonderful five-star review. People kept asking where they could buy the paperback version, so I decided to contact a local printer who printed 500 copies which sold out straight away. I began to buy batches of 200 books at a time and sell them, as I really enjoyed the feedback from fellow veterans, battlefield historians and family members of the fallen, many of whom who were grateful to read a full account of the battle for the first time and learn how their son or husband had died. This, more than anything, gave me great comfort that what I had done was right.

All this time I was still attending dialysis. If you have never experienced it, you may find it hard to understand how soul-destroying dialysis can be: it’s a sort of limbo where you’re not sure if you have a future or are just treading water before death. I spent four years watching fellow patients dying on a regular basis. I would attend the clinic and ask where Ted or Barbara was, only to be told, ‘Oh, they died at the weekend.’ And I would find myself thinking about when my turn would come.

Eventually in June 2017 I received a phone call from the transplant team telling me to make my way into the Royal Hospital Liverpool. When I arrived, they told me a kidney may be available; a young man was gravely ill and was not expected to survive. I waited two days, and then in the early hours I was rushed into surgery. I can never thank the family of that young man enough for giving me the gift of life.

In 2019 I was contacted by Jake Lingwood at Monoray publishers. He had come across the book, and suggested we publish it in time for the fortieth anniversary. And so here we are today. This edition you hold in your hands is slightly shorter than the edition I published myself. It has been edited and tidied up a little but essentially it is the same book, and a book I am incredibly proud of.

These memories are important. Something that still frustrates many veterans of the battle is the award system at the time. So many individual, selfless acts of bravery had taken place: some men were listed for awards but then received lesser awards; others were listed for major gallantry awards but were given nothing at all, and then there are in every battle those whose bravery goes unseen, who are never put forward for awards. Only those who were alongside them in the darkness know what manner of men they are.

One soldier in particular has been the focus of many veterans of the battle: Cpl Stewart McLaughlin. A campaign has been running over several years where over 150 veterans with pipes and drums, all suited and wearing medals, have marched annually along Whitehall to Downing Street with the 3 PARA Commanding Officer Sir Hew Pike leading. In previous years they have presented a signed petition at the door of 10 Downing Street calling for a retrospective award for Cpl McLaughlin, but so far it has fallen on deaf ears. Military honours or not, at least this book can be a fitting memorial to those men, alive or dead.

And for those alive, the book seemed to have a second use. What I realized was that whatever side you were on, Argentine or British, this book – which is not so much my book as theirs – has helped all of us as veterans understand our own battle, a battle that no one else really understands. I was hugely moved by the feedback I received from soldiers who served on Mount Longdon, or soldiers who were elsewhere in the Falklands who hadn’t understood the scale of what was happening when they were watching the tracer fire on the mountain.

I hope that this book gives an insight into the bravery of my colleagues, every man a hero.

This is the best chance all of us have in helping you understand what we went through on those three days in June in 1982.

Pte James (Scouse) O’Connell, 2021


TIDWORTH TO MOUNT LONGDON

Thursday 8 April 1982. The battalion left their Barracks in Tidworth, Wiltshire for Southampton, where we spent our first night onboard SS Canberra. The next day we sailed south, and the following six-week journey involved a continuous re-training in all the basic skills of field craft, including reaction to enemy fire, target indication, fire-control orders, radio-communication skills, battlefield first aid, plus a multitude of intelligence briefings and updates. Diplomatic negotiations were ongoing throughout the journey, but after the sinking of the ARA General Belgrano on 2 May, followed by HMS Sheffield on 4 May there would be no turning back.

Friday 21 May. At 02.45hrs (zt) 3 PARA, who were now onboard HMS Intrepid, were sent to assault stations for the landings, but due to various delays the first wave of 3 PARA landed just before dawn, then the second wave of 3 PARA and 45 Commando landed in broad daylight. The battalion immediately secured the high ground and San Carlos settlement. A Company engaged a retreating platoon of Argentines who shot down two Gazelle helicopters, killing three crew members.

We remained in our defensive perimeter for seven days, overlooking an area which became known by the press as ‘Bomb Alley’ – here we witnessed the Argentine air attacks on Port San Carlos.

THE BREAKOUT FROM PORT SAN CARLOS

Thursday 27 May. 3 PARA received orders from Brigade to move at best speed to Teal Inlet. Shortly before the battalion moved out, Falkland Islander Councillor Terry Peck made contact with 3 PARA HQ and volunteered to act as a guide. The battalion moved out at 13.15hrs (zt) carrying only ‘fighting order’ (carrying as much ammunition as possible and only what was needed to survive over a 24-hour period).

It was a long 45-kilometre walk to Teal Inlet, a community of only twenty people, which we eventually reached after marching over the most demanding terrain in rain, sleet and snow, arriving in the early hours of Saturday morning.

Sunday 30 May. After the battalion had rested, feet powdered and socks changed, at 14.00hrs (zt) we began our advance to Estancia House, the home of Tony and Ailsa Heathman where 3 PARA HQ would be based. This was another long 30-kilometre hard march across the most arduous ankle-breaking terrain, which proved to be a real test of endurance. Marching through biting wind, rain and blizzard conditions, this was soldiering at its most extreme and some soldiers collapsed with exhaustion, while others suffered from exposure or trench foot as a result.

Monday 31 May. The battalion stopped just short of Estancia House in a lay-up area, while D Company carried out reconnaissance patrols to establish whether any enemy were around. They reported back that no enemy had been observed, and at last light A Company advanced and secured Estancia House.

Tuesday 1 June. All three rifle companies moved up into the mountains, and with the help of the Falkland Islanders’ tractors and Land Rovers, tons of supplies were moved to around Estancia House, where 3 PARA HQ was set up.

Thursday 3 June. The battalion began an impromptu ‘advance to contact’ towards Mount Longdon. On visiting 3 PARA to update them, Liaison Officer Lt Andrew Mills discovered they had left already – he immediately informed the Brigade Commander, who flew forward to make contact with CO Hew Pike to stop the advance.

Friday 11 June. After an extensive reconnaissance by D Company, 3 PARA mounted their assault on Mount Longdon.


[image: illustration]

THE BRIGADE PLAN

On Friday 11 June 1982, 3 PARA took part in a three-phase plan to capture Port Stanley:

Phase 1: The capture of Mount Longdon, Two Sisters and Mount Harriet.

Phase 2: The capture of Wireless Ridge, Mount Tumbledown and Mount William.

Phase 3: The capture of Sapper Hill, subsequent phases on order.

Mount Longdon was to be the first objective and would be a silent attack in order to allow 3 PARA to get as close as possible to the objective undetected.

3 PARA PLAN OF ATTACK

A Company

After reaching the ‘Battalion Start Line’, A Company will wait for the rest of the battalion. Once everyone has arrived, A Company will advance to a ‘form-up’ area located in dead ground at grid 332764. Once here they will shake out into assault formation and then advance south towards Wing Forward, which is a position approximately 600 metres north of Mount Longdon, where they will clear and hold the ground and provide fire support as needed. In the event of the capture of Mount Longdon, they will advance east with C Company and capture Wireless Ridge (north), codenamed Rum Punch.

B Company

On reaching the Battalion Start Line at grid 314764 they will wait for the remainder of the battalion and then move in a southerly direction following the Furze Bush Stream. When they reach grid 314754, codenamed Jungle Boot, they will turn and face the western flank of Mount Longdon. The company will be positioned along the Start Line running north to south, in this order: 4 Platoon, B Company HQ, 5 Platoon and 6 Platoon.

The three platoons will assault the mountain from west to east.

4 Platoon will be the most northerly platoon, advancing and clearing the low ground to north of Mount Longdon as far as Full Back.

5 Platoon will move centrally, advancing and clearing the northern side of the main ridge as far as Full Back.

6 Platoon will be the most southerly platoon, advancing directly up the western slope, where they will capture and clear Fly Half, then advance and clear and hold Full Back.

C Company

On reaching the Battalion Start Line at grid 314764, they will wait until A Company is in position on Wing Forward, then they will move to a reserve position at grid 330760, just north of A Company. Here the company will be positioned in such a way that it is out of contact, but will remain close enough to be able to react in support of the Battalion Command’s plans or contingencies. In the event of the capture of Mount Longdon, they will advance east with A Company and capture Wireless Ridge (north), codenamed Rum Punch.

D Company

During the campaign D Company are the eyes and ears of the battalion, moving ahead of the battalion during the advance across East Falklands. Once the battalion establish its Headquarters at Estancia they will provide all the battalions’ information about enemy forces on and about Mount Longdon through extensive close-target reconnaissance. On the night of 11 June 1982 the company will provide guides for the rifle companies and secure the crossing point. If not tasked to accompany the rifle companies, they will be out in OPs or preparing for the following day’s reconnaissance tasks.

Support Company

Support Company will be split into two groups. The first group will provide a firebase for B Company; Major Dennison will be positioned at grid 310753, codenamed Free Kick. In this location are three SF (sustained-fire) machine guns and three Milan posts. Also at this location is the primary RAP team with eighteen ammunition-bearers/stretcher-bearers. Positioned north of the main firebase is Captain Mason at grid 320760. He has two SF machine-gun detachments and one Milan post. Positioned south of the main firebase is Sgt Colbeck at grid 310749. He has one SF machine-gun detachment and one Milan post. Support Company will remain flexible and provide fire support where and when required.

The second part of the Support Company group will move as a vehicle convoy and consist of four Volvo BVs (BV202E also known as Snowcats), six tractors and trailers, one tractor with a box, a crawler tractor and sledge, along with nine civilian Land Rovers. This group will bring the mortar ammunition, Milan and GPMG ammunition. However, the vehicle convoy will not be allowed to cross the Murrell Bridge until 45 Commando have crossed their Start Line as, until then, they have priority over the only passable track leading to Mount Longdon from the Murrell Bridge. Also in the vehicle convoy are the secondary RAP team with a doctor, two medics and medical supplies, the Blowpipe Section and 2 Troop 9 Squadron RE. Once the ammunition and supplies are delivered, the Volvo BVs will evacuate any wounded to a medical reception centre set up at Estancia House (codenamed Starlight 2).

HQ Company

The company will provide logistical support, establishing a supply chain. A large number of HQ Company will be attached to the rifle companies to replace personnel suffering from various conditions such as trench foot and exposure.


Mount Longdon Western Slope

[image: illustration]
1   As 4 Platoon advance through the minefield, Cpl Brian Milne stands on an anti-personnel mine here.

2   4 Platoon face incoming fire and make their way to the rock line on the north-west corner for the nearest cover.

3   After 4 Platoon have linked up with 5 Platoon (B) they begin to slowly push east. On reaching this area Lt Andrew Bickerdike is shot.

4   6 Platoon go firm.
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Mount Longdon Eastern Slope

[image: illustration]
5   Cpl Stewart McLaughlin forms a machine-gun line along the line of rocks to support Sgt Ian McKay.

6   From here Sgt Ian McKay leads his impromptu group to attack HMG (heavy machine gun) No 3.

7   The location of Argentine 3 Platoon, the local defence for the HMG situated above.



Mount Longdon Western Approach

[image: illustration]
This view shows the approach that 4, 5 and 6 Platoon take up the western side of Mount Longdon. When the mine explosion occurs, 5 Platoon rush forward, and in the darkness and confusion they form two separate groups at the rocks which divide routes 2 and 3.

4 Platoon turn from their intended path towards the rock line on the north-west corner, then make their way across route 1 and link up with 5 Platoon (B) on route 2.


NOTES FOR THE READER

The time zone used by British Forces throughout the Falklands campaign was Zulu Time. This was Greenwich Mean Time, which is now known as UT (Universal Time); it was four hours ahead of local time in the Falkland Islands. This was done to avoid any confusion between the Task Force and London. This would mean that during the Falklands winter of 1982, sunrise for British Forces was at approximately 10.00hrs Zulu time (zt), which equates to 6.00am local time (lt). Sunset for British Forces was at approximately 20.00hrs Zulu time (zt), which equates to 4.00pm local time (lt).

The Falklands Islands have completely different weather seasons from Great Britain. The main characteristic of the weather is that from being mild and pleasant it can change very rapidly to become cold and severe. Generally, winter begins in earnest in June and lasts until mid-October. It is extremely cold, and regularly falls below freezing. Snow and sub-zero temperatures are experienced to varying degrees, but the most distinguishing climatic factor is the wind. Temperature changes due to wind-chill can occur quickly and catch out those who are ill-prepared or ill-equipped; a gloriously sunny day can rapidly become a sub-zero blizzard.

All radio transmissions are transcribed as they were written by the various units involved. 3 PARA radio log was written at Estancia House.

All text in square brackets during speech are author comments.

A glossary of military terms used throughout the book can be found here.


THE BUILD-UP



 



‘If any of you are religious, this is the time to sit down and have a word with the man upstairs.’

FRIDAY 11 JUNE 1982

6 Platoon’s role in the plan is to assault up the western slope of Mount Longdon and capture Fly Half and Full Back. However, in order to reach the objective, they must first cross a minefield that had been identified by D Company 3 PARA and 9 Squadron RE; this is approximately 500 metres in length from grid 322752 to grid 319749 running north to south. The CO stated during the Company Commanders’ ‘O’ Group that, ‘Once in the minefield the impetus must be maintained.’ Once they have crossed the open ground, they will begin to advance up the western slope, a rocky steep-sided feature with large amounts of loose broken rock.

Situated at the top on Fly Half is the command post of Lt Baldini’s 1 Platoon. The western slope measures approximately 300 metres from its base up to Fly Half. At the widest point, it is 80 metres wide. At this end of Mount Longdon, Infantry Marine Officer Lt Sergio Dachary has placed three .50 calibre heavy machine guns under the command of Cpl Carlos Colemil. One of the guns, ‘Gun number 5’, is located on Fly Half to cover the air threat from the west. The second, ‘Gun number 4’, is situated approximately 200 metres up from the base on the northern edge of the western slope. This gun covers to the north and north-west, providing anti-aircraft defence from aircraft attempting to fly through the Furze Bush Pass.

The third, ‘Gun number 6’, is located in 3 Platoon’s area on the south-west corner of the mountain and completely out of sight from the western slope. This gun covers the south-west corner and provides air defence from any aircraft attempting to fly through the Moody Brook Valley. This platoon is not engaged at any time during the battle. Among the various bunkers on the western slope are 81mm mortar positions and the bunker of 25-year-old Lt Alberto Ramos, who is acting as Forward Observer Officer for 7th Mechanized Infantry Regiment (7 RI Mech). He has the vital role of directing the Argentine artillery.

At just after last light on Friday 11 June 1982, 3 PARA begins moving out from an assembly area codenamed ‘Apple Flake’ at grid 265767. The order of march is A Company, Battalion Tactical Headquarters, B Company, Support Company and finally C Company. The vehicle convoy will move to a holding area and wait until called forward. The approach march is a seven-kilometre night march with a river crossing. Once across the river the companies will all head for the Battalion Start Line at grid 314764, where a stream running north to south (the Furze Bush stream) will indicate the Start Line.

Major Mike Argue, 35 yrs – Officer Commanding B Company

The battalion plan had been modified in the light of intelligence, so that we would now attack two companies up and one in reserve. 2 PARA had been brought forward as Brigade reserve. A Company would be positioned on the left and B Company to the right, which would include the main feature of Longdon itself. My orders were to capture Mount Longdon and depending on resistance to exploit as far eastward as possible. Patrol Company NCOs and a local farmer would guide us through the difficult approach to the objective; thereafter it was up to the platoons. We knew that the southern slopes were mined and deliberately avoided that route.

I briefed the whole company together, before they got their detailed orders from Platoon Commanders. This was probably unwise in view of the artillery threat, but I wanted them to really understand what the attack would mean. First of all, mines which may have been strewn about the objective; secondly, the depth of the enemy position we were up against; thirdly, the artillery and mortars the enemy could call upon to bombard us with once we had moved within range, and finally the remoteness of the position from immediate medical assistance for casualties.

An hour before last light, supporting elements from echelon began to close on our position, also locally requisitioned tractors and trailers which would be used for evacuation to safe landing sites. The company shook out into formation and there was just time for a last smoke and check of equipment. We had done this many times in assembly areas on live firing exercises in places as far apart as Canada, Oman and Salisbury Plain. But this time, not everything was the same, as we knew that the targets were capable of shooting back. [Taken from a personal account written by Major Argue]

After Major Argue has spoken to B Company, CSM John Weeks also speaks to the men, trying to encourage and motivate but also explain the grim reality of what lies ahead.

CSM John Weeks, 35 yrs – Company Sergeant Major, B Company

I went up and down the line speaking to the lads, trying to reassure them: ‘Listen in, you lot; this is it. It’s going to be harder than you lot can imagine, tough hand-to-hand fighting; you’re going be moving from trench to trench. If one of your mates is wounded, you must keep fighting through; others will treat him. It is vital that you win the firefight; that is the way you will help your mates. Try to remember all the things you’ve been taught in training. There’s going to be things happening that you have never experienced before: live rounds will be coming at you, explosions, there will be chaos and confusion, but I know you will do well.

‘There is the chance that some of you standing here will not be coming back. If any of you are religious, this is the time to sit down and have a word with “the man upstairs”. I will be shortly having a quiet moment and saying a little prayer, as tonight we are all in the same boat.’

I was as nervous as them, I had never done anything like this before. Shortly after, I spoke to personal friends, among them LCpl Doc Murdoch. We shook hands and wished each other good luck.

Pte Dave Roe, 18 yrs – 2 Section, 6 Platoon

I remember when CSM John Weeks spoke to the company and said, ‘For those of you that believe in the man upstairs, now is the time to have a few words.’ It really brought home the reality of things.

LCpl Colin Edwards, 24 yrs – 2 Section, 5 Platoon

I stood there listening, and I thought, ‘Although Johnny Weeks means well, he’s probably terrifying the younger soldiers.’

Pte Grant Grinham, 19 yrs – 2 Section, 5 Platoon

I’d had a good think after CSM Weeks had spoken to the company. I ran through the possible outcomes in my head, and it seemed pretty straightforward; I had three options. I would survive unscathed, and in this case, there was no problem. I would be killed, in which case it was now too late for me to worry about it, although my parents would be upset. I decided they’d come to terms with it eventually, so that would be okay. The last possibility was I would be injured, but again if I survived that was okay too. These three possibilities all seemed okay to me, and it really cleared my head to do whatever was needed later.

I went and found my mate, Harry Harrison in 4 Platoon. I’d known Harry since we were kids and had been in the army cadets together. I’d never imagined back then that we’d find ourselves about to go into battle together, fighting in the same company. I had a few words with Harry; I wished him luck and after that I made my way back to start cooking a last meal before we set off. I asked Cpl McLaughlin what he wanted but he told me not to eat anything in case I got injured during the battle and needed to have an operation.

B Company moves out.

On 11 June 1982 at 17.00hrs (zt), B Company leave their company location; the order of march is 6 Platoon leading, followed by 5 Platoon, then Company HQ, followed by 4 Platoon. The battalion assembly area is at A Company’s location and is a four-kilometre march; they will rendezvous there at about 20.00hrs (zt) and later, at approximately 20.30hrs (zt), just after last light, they start a two-kilometre march to the Murrell River, where the entire battalion will cross; once across they then march a further three kilometres to grid 304763. It is here that they realize that they will have to divert from their intended route of march, due to time delays caused by the river crossing and also because some of 5 and 6 Platoons have lost their way for a short while due to a navigation error. They now take a direct line to their Start Line at grid 304763. The Start Line will be indicated by white mine tape that has been marked by elements of D Company 3 PARA.
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