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Introduction
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The Falkland Islands sit way out in the South Atlantic, a few hundred miles off Argentina’s coast. For a long time, they were thought to be uninhabited. Historians have wondered whether Indigenous groups from South America ever reached them, but no one has ever found clear evidence of people living there permanently. Compared to the rest of the Americas, where colonization usually meant displacing Indigenous populations, the Falklands were different. As far as we can tell, nobody was living there when Europeans first arrived.

These days, people mostly think of the Falklands as British territory, but that was not always the case. Several European powers got involved. The French actually set up the first settlement in the 1760s. The British followed not long after, establishing their own settlement on a different part of the islands. Spain then got into the mix, taking over the French settlement and claiming the islands for itself. From the beginning, the islands became tangled up in European power struggles.

Spain pulled out in the early 1800s, right when independence movements were spreading across Latin America. Argentina, which had just won its independence, claimed the islands as part of Spain’s old territory in 1816. It even tried settling people there. But in 1833, Britain showed up with military forces, kicked out the Argentines, and took control. It has been in British hands ever since. Argentina has never accepted this, though, calling it a violation of Argentine sovereignty.

Today, most islanders descend from British settlers. They see themselves as British and have said repeatedly they want to remain British. When Argentina invaded in 1982, trying to reclaim the territory, the islanders wanted no part of it. What followed was a short but intense war.
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Chapter 1 – Two Versions of Events?

[image: ]




There are a lot of stories about how the Falkland Islands first entered recorded history, and part of that comes down to what source you are looking at. Argentina and Britain both point to different events and different dates, each trying to trace their connection back as far as possible.

Some Argentine sources go all the way back to the early 1500s. They point to old European maps made not long after Christopher Columbus arrived in the Americas. These maps seem to show islands out in the South Atlantic, sometimes in about the right location. Some of these maps, produced under the Spanish Crown, appear to label the islands with names that would later evolve into Las Malvinas. It is said that by 1523, features resembling the Falklands were already showing up in cartographic records.

One of the first of these maps was allegedly created by a Portuguese cartographer named Pedro Reinel. Another appeared in maps produced for King Charles V of Spain. There is also a claim that a Portuguese explorer, possibly connected to one of Ferdinand Magellan’s voyages in 1520, first sighted the islands. That said, hard evidence tying any of these early maps or sightings to an actual landing or confirmed description of the Falklands is thin.

A couple of other names pop up too. Simon de Alcazaba is said to have passed by the islands around 1534, and Alonso de Camargo might have sailed through the area in 1540. However, the British do not recognize any of these early Spanish or Portuguese accounts. Instead, they mark their own point of contact in 1592, when an English sailor named John Davis reportedly spotted the islands while navigating through rough weather.

A few years after that, Sir Richard Hawkins is believed to have explored part of the northern coastline. Still, no real claim was made until 1690, when Captain John Strong, sailing under orders from the Royal Navy, landed in the channel between the two main islands and named it Falkland Sound after Anthony Cary, Viscount Falkland, a naval commissioner who would later become First Lord of the Admiralty. The British name for the islands stuck, but despite naming them, there would not be a British settlement for nearly another hundred years.

In 1764, the French made their move, landing settlers on East Falkland and establishing a small outpost they called Port Saint Louis. That made them the first European power to formally settle the islands. They did not stay long, though. By 1767, the French had handed the settlement over to the Spanish, reportedly in exchange for a significant payment.

Meanwhile, and apparently unknown to the French and Spanish at the time, the British had already begun setting up a settlement of their own on West Falkland in 1765. Commodore John Byron, grandfather of the famous poet Lord Byron, landed there on January 23rd of that year and claimed the area in the name of King George III.

Byron did not seem to know—or perhaps chose not to acknowledge—that Spain had long-standing claims to the islands. The Spanish found out soon enough about the British moves on the island, and they were not pleased. To show they meant business, they sent 5 warships and 1,400 troops to the islands. The British, unable to match that force, were forced to withdraw.

In June of 1770, the Spanish dismantled the British outpost at Port Egmont, which had been built on Saunders Island. The British took that action seriously. Today, there is still a plaque on the site marking the spot where the Union Jack was first raised, and remnants of the old structures remain. It is now a tourist site in the Falklands.
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Remnants of the fort.
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When news of the incident reached London, tensions escalated quickly. Some called for war. The Falklands crisis might have turned into a much larger conflict, but cooler heads prevailed. The British and Spanish worked things out diplomatically. By 1771, the two sides had agreed to restore the previous arrangement, and Port Egmont was returned to British hands.

This uneasy truce opened the door for the longer rivalry that would follow. At first, it was between Britain and the Spanish Empire, but later it was between Britain and Argentina, which inherited Spain’s claims in the region. Some Argentine historians argue that Britain’s return to the islands in 1771 came with a secret understanding that they would eventually leave voluntarily, allowing Spain full control. The British deny that any such agreement ever existed.

A few years later, in 1774, Britain pulled out of Port Egmont, not because of Spanish pressure but due to budget cuts. With the American colonies demanding more attention and resources, the Falklands simply were not a priority. Still, when they left, the British made a point of leaving behind a flag and a plaque asserting their claim.

Spain continued to manage the settlement at Puerto Soledad through its viceroyalty in Buenos Aires. But even under Spanish control, the islands were sparsely populated. By the 1780s, it is believed that only around eighty people lived there, many of them military personnel or support staff.

The last real mention of the islands before the 19th century came when Spanish officials debated whether to abandon them entirely. In 1808, Napoleon Bonaparte’s armies invaded Spain, and the Spanish Empire began to unravel. In 1811, the Spanish garrison withdrew from the Falklands. Aside from a few isolated squatters and fishermen, the islands were left mostly empty.

The French occupation of Spain during the Napoleonic Wars ended up having major consequences far beyond Europe. As Spain struggled to hold itself together, its colonies across Latin America started declaring independence, one after the other. Argentina was among them, formally breaking away from Spain in 1816. Along with that declaration came an assumption held by many Argentine leaders that they had inherited not just mainland territory but also any outlying islands that had once been governed from Buenos Aires, including what they called the Malvinas, known in English as the Falkland Islands.

In line with this thinking, Argentina made an early move to assert its claim. On November 6th, 1820, an Argentine naval officer named Colonel David (or Daniel) Jewett arrived at Puerto Soledad. He raised the Argentine flag and declared sovereignty over the islands. It was a symbolic act more than anything else, but for Argentina, it was a big moment. A few years later, in 1823, Pablo Areguati was sent to the islands as a representative of Argentine authority, though how much control he actually exercised is still debated.

Efforts to settle the islands began in earnest a few years after that. In 1826 and again in 1829, new Argentine settlers arrived, backed by official support from Buenos Aires. Among those settlers was Luis Vernet, who would soon become a central figure in the islands’ short-lived Argentine administration. Vernet was not just building a settlement; he was also trying to enforce Argentina’s claim over the waters surrounding the islands, particularly the lucrative seal and fish stocks. He was granted exclusive rights to manage those resources and began to crack down on foreign ships that entered the area.

That did not go over well with other countries. Britain lodged an official diplomatic protest, and tensions really escalated in 1831 when Vernet seized a few American sealing vessels. The US responded swiftly. Its consul in Buenos Aires condemned the seizures and demanded compensation. When that did not happen, the US Navy sent the USS Lexington to the Falklands.

Captain Silas Duncan commanded the Lexington, and when he reached the islands, he made it clear the US was not interested in diplomatic back-and-forth. Just after Christmas, Duncan launched a raid on Puerto Soledad. He disabled the fort’s guns, destroyed Argentine stores of gunpowder, and offered evacuation to some of the settlers. It was, by all accounts, a show of force—a bit of gunboat diplomacy, US-style. Duncan reportedly declared the islands free of any government control, though it is unclear whether that was ever an official US position or just the captain’s own way of justifying the mission.

The Argentine government was outraged and demanded compensation, but their complaints were ignored. Still determined to hold onto the islands, Argentina appointed a new governor the following year, in 1832. His name was Esteban Mestivier. He arrived with a small garrison, but his tenure was short. Just weeks after landing, a mutiny broke out among his men. Mestivier was killed, and the settlement was thrown into chaos.

It was in this climate of disorder that the British returned. In January 1833, Captain James Onslow, commanding HMS Clio, arrived at Puerto Soledad. The few Argentine personnel who remained were asked to leave, and they did, without a fight. According to British accounts, the settlement was in a state of near-abandonment. Some reports say Argentine flags were still hanging amid the wreckage, but those were quickly taken down and replaced with the Union Jack.

The British have pointed to this moment as the restoration of a long-standing claim. From their perspective, the American raid in 1831 had effectively erased any legitimate Argentine authority, and with no functioning government in place, they were simply reasserting what had been theirs all along. That version of events, of course, skips over Argentina’s attempt in 1832 to re-establish control, even if it had failed.

Either way, once the Union Jack was raised again in 1833, it stayed put. The British presence remained unbroken for nearly 150 years until the events of 1982, when Argentina briefly occupied the islands during the Falklands War.

​
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Chapter 2 – The Argentines Strike
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If you had to boil it down, Argentina’s decision to seize the Falklands in 1982 came about through three very different men. One was Leopoldo Galtieri, president of Argentina and head of the Argentine Army. Another was Admiral Jorge Anaya, who led the Argentine Navy and had wanted to take the Falklands by force for years. And then there was Constantino Davidoff, a Buenos Aires scrap merchant who ended up in the middle of a geopolitical mess without meaning to.

Their motivations were not the same. Galtieri and Anaya were military men trying to hold onto power in a country that was falling apart. Davidoff had no grand strategic plan; he was just trying to make good on a business contract. But their actions led to Argentina being at war with Britain in one of the strangest international conflicts of the late 20th century.
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Jorge Anaya.
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Argentina had already been through decades of political chaos by this point. Between 1930 and 1976, the country went through one military coup after another, with elected governments regularly shoved aside by generals. The latest coup happened in 1976, when the military kicked out President Isabel Perón and put a ruling junta in her place. The junta was made up of three branches—the Argentine Army, Navy, and Air Force, each with its own commander.

The first president of the junta was General Jorge Videla, who ran things until 1981. He was followed by General Roberto Viola, but Viola did not last long; illness and political scheming cut his time short. In December 1981, the presidency went to Leopoldo Galtieri, who had been running the Argentine Army. He now held the country’s top political job, but real power was still split among the heads of all three services.

Of the three, Admiral Anaya wanted the Falklands invasion the most. He was convinced Britain did not have the will or the strength to fight back. He also saw the islands as a way to boost the Argentine Navy’s standing, which had always run second to the army’s. The navy had played second fiddle to the army in Argentine politics for as long as anyone could remember. While army generals had run most of the country’s coups and juntas, the navy rarely held the presidency or had the same kind of political clout. Anaya saw the Falklands as his chance to change that. A bold operation led by the navy might make him the hero of the nation and maybe secure his own political future while he was at it. 

Galtieri was dealing with mounting pressure from a tanking economy and street protests that were getting harder to ignore. Eventually, he came around to Anaya’s idea. Anaya’s pitch was simple: an invasion would bring a quick, patriotic win that could rally the public and shore up the regime.
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Galtieri (left) in the Falkland Islands.
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They might have read the public wrong, though. Sure, nationalism ran deep in Argentina, and plenty of people saw the Malvinas, as they are called there, as rightfully theirs. But the country was also badly divided, and people were starting to look at the junta with suspicion, even fear. Since the mid-1970s, the government had been running what it called an “internal war” against anyone it saw as a threat. Thousands of Argentines were arrested, tortured, or simply disappeared. This brutal campaign became known as the Dirty War. By the early 1980s, the military’s popularity was fading fast, even among people who had once backed them.

It is hard to overstate how brutal the Dirty War was. Starting in 1976, the junta went after anyone it saw as a threat. They went after leftist guerrillas, to be sure, but also union organizers, students, journalists, teachers, and even people who just happened to know someone the regime did not like. The disappeared, or desaparecidos, numbered in the thousands. Best estimates put it anywhere from nine thousand to as many as thirty thousand people. They were grabbed from their homes in the middle of the night, held in secret detention centers, tortured, and often killed. Bodies were dumped in rivers, buried in unmarked graves, or thrown from planes into the ocean.

The junta’s methods were not exactly a secret. By the early 1980s, the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo, women whose children had vanished, were holding weekly protests in front of the presidential palace in Buenos Aires. They wore white headscarves and carried photos of their missing kids. Their refusal to go away embarrassed the regime at home and abroad. 

At the same time, Argentina’s economy was falling apart. Inflation had shot into triple digits. Unemployment was climbing, and the government’s economic policies were not working. The junta had promised order and stability when it seized power in 1976, but by 1982, it had not delivered on either.

What made this really dangerous for the regime was that even the people who had supported it at first, like business leaders, middle-class conservatives, and the Catholic Church, were starting to turn on it. A lot of them had backed the 1976 coup because they thought the military would bring stability after the mess of the early 1970s. But the mix of economic disaster and unchecked violence had worn that support down. Galtieri and his colleagues were running out of political capital, and they knew it.

Even so, the junta kept planning. By early 1982, Argentina’s military leadership had spent months working out what Britain might do in response. Part of their bet was about timing. They knew Britain had one patrol ship in the South Atlantic, the HMS Endurance, but not much else in the way of military presence in the area. Their thinking was that if they moved fast and hit hard, the British government might decide the cost of taking the islands back just was not worth it.
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HMS Endurance.
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General Basilio Lami Dozo, who represented the air force in the junta, was on board too. So, by early 1982, all three branches of the Argentine military had given the operation the green light. They all more or less agreed that this move was risky, but if things went their way, they just might pull it off.
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