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  THE SKY WAS a deep purple-pink, the sun well below the horizon and the distant coast a dark, foreboding smudge. I was sweating and cursing, trying desperately to pull my

  gunsight up onto the aircraft ahead, firing bursts from my 30-millimetre cannon but not hitting him. Time seemed distorted, the cockpit was dark and the instruments obscured and out of place. The

  aircraft was not performing as it should; it was heavy, unresponsive. Something was very wrong but I couldn’t fathom what it was. Part of me tried to analyse the problem while the rest

  attempted to follow the target as he turned and jinked hard ahead of me. The G forces were crushing me into the seat and making it difficult for me to lift my head. My vision was blurring as I

  grunted and strained to keep the blood flowing to my brain.




  Without warning a hole was punched in the port side of the cockpit, just by my left elbow. Pain shot up my arm and side. I couldn’t move my left hand and when I opened my mouth to cry out,

  all I could manage was a strangled groan. I had screwed up; there was someone behind me, the oldest mistake in the book. I was going to die. I let go of the stick and fumbled for the seat handle. I

  had to eject. I had to get out of the aircraft if I was going to survive.




  Blackness.




  Suddenly I was on the ground trying to run, but I could not move my feet; they were trapped in a layer of thick clinging mud up to my knees. I struggled hard but could

  only move forward desperately slowly. My side was not hurting so much now and I had regained some of the use of my left arm. I checked the wound in my left side and found that my abdomen had been

  sliced open – organs glistened dully between my fingers. This was bad, very bad. I had to get out of the mire. Mud had already entered the wound and thoughts of gangrene flickered across my

  mind. I tried to force my legs forward one at a time, but each movement became harder than the last. I mustered every ounce of willpower but it didn’t seem to have any effect. I attempted to

  cry out again but could only manage another agonised groan. I was terrified, disorientated. I couldn’t understand what was going on but I knew that I was being pursued by something

  unspeakably evil.




  ‘Are you OK?’ came a small, distant voice. I felt a touch on my shoulder and opened my eyes.




  Blackness.




  ‘Are you all right, love?’




  Thin slivers of diffuse starlight shining between the curtains, a dull green glow from the alarm. I am sweating, my pulse racing.




  I become aware of Caro’s concerned face looking over my shoulder and realise that it has been another nightmare. It has been over twenty years now. In the early-morning darkness I take the

  decision that it really is time to tell my story and lay these ghosts once and for all.




  





 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 1




  INVASION


 


 


 


 


  THE MORNING OF 2 April 1982 started with urbane normality. It had been three months since the family and I had returned from our second tour of duty in

  Germany. We had been lucky enough to find a married quarter on the outskirts of the village of Ilchester in Somerset, within easy walking distance of the local school, and my two children were

  settling in well. Elizabeth was a bright seven-year-old who had been born during our first Germany tour and Charles was a mischievous five-year-old with a wicked sense of humour.




  For the previous two months I had been converting to the Sea Harrier, or SHAR as it was universally known. I had flown some forty hours with 899 Naval Air Squadron (NAS) at Yeovilton and had

  just about got to grips with the basics of air-to-air radar work. It had been a nasty shock to discover that the navy expected me to operate in the dark as well as during daylight hours. In

  Germany, with our ground attack role being very much daylight only, we flew at night only on very rare occasions. In fact, in the six years prior to starting the SHAR course, I had flown a grand

  total of sixteen hours at night. Two months into the course, I had already notched up a further fifteen hours.




  The Sea Harrier weapons system differed considerably from that of the Harrier GR3. The Sea Harrier had been conceived as an interceptor to deal with the Russian long-range

  bomber threat. Its radar was a very basic system which suffered terribly from ground returns, or clutter, over land but worked fairly well at medium to high levels over the sea. At low level it was

  useless over land and required a large amount of skilful handling over water to pick up and track a target. The idea was to use the radar as a long-range eyeball to get you into a visual fight

  where you could use your panache, skill and daring to down the target with missiles or guns. I was already finding that working the radar, computing the intercept geometry and not crashing into the

  sea from five hundred feet at night was stretching my abilities. One of the instructors on 899 at that time had already bounced off the sea twice, once in a Sea Vixen and once in a Phantom. It was

  not a recommended manoeuvre!




  I was, however, apart from the night flying, finding the course very enjoyable and was looking forward to my three-year secondment to the Fleet Air Arm. I had amazed my wife Carol at the end of

  January by giving her a list of every single day I would be away from home for the next eleven months. This sort of stability had been out of the question in Germany and we had started to plan

  ahead for the first time since the birth of our children.




  While the kettle was boiling for the morning cup of tea, I idly turned on the radio to catch up with the news. What I heard knocked me back on my heels: an Argentine invasion force had landed on

  the Falkland Islands. It took several seconds for this to sink in; I could not believe that it could really have happened. It seemed surreal that such an unprovoked attack could happen in the

  modern world.




  I had only a vague knowledge of the Falkland Islands. I envisioned a small group of low-lying sandy islands, with a few basic houses and a large Union Flag defended by a handful of Royal

  Marines. My geographical knowledge was a little sketchy but I did realise that they were a hell of a long way away from the UK and there was going to be a huge political row. It did not occur to me

  then that I was about to be called upon to go to war.




  War had been a constant concern in Germany. During my first tour there I had been heavily involved in intelligence work and had become convinced that an attack by the

  Warsaw Pact upon NATO forces was only a matter of time. Many of us kept spare cans of petrol in our cellars in order that our families might have a chance of making the Channel ports before Germany

  was overrun. Several times a year there were a few tense hours when the sirens would sound, summoning us all onto base, and no one was sure whether it was an exercise or for real. I had instructed

  my family to head west if they didn’t hear that it was a drill within a couple of hours.




  The Germany Harrier Force was trained to be able to deploy within hours of an alert and my first job in the theatre had been to plan the off-base sites that the aircraft would use in the event

  of hostilities. These sites were highly classified and varied a great deal in nature, some hiding the aircraft in farm buildings, others utilising strips of urban road and supermarkets. They all

  had one thing in common though – they were within a few minutes flying time of the opposing forces. We had no illusions about how long we could keep flying in such a hostile environment and

  reckoned on 30 per cent attrition every day. In other words, after three days we would probably cease to be an effective force. It would have been a bloody battle with little hope of survival.




  That morning, as I drove through the main gates at Yeovilton on my way to the squadron, there didn’t seem to be much unusual activity. The ensign was being raised to the customary shrill

  of the boatswain’s call and the station had its normal air of purposeful chaos. This changed when I reached the crewroom, however. The rest of the pilots had been called in hours earlier and

  the place was buzzing like a hive.




  IT WAS SOON made clear that the decision had been made to dispatch a task force to retake the islands. We learned that the army had told Prime Minister

  Margaret Thatcher that they would need at least 10,000 troops and that the RAF had said that they couldn’t provide anything in the way of support at that range. We were then told that the first sea lord had promised that we would sail on Monday.




  I felt a little left out of the initial flap, as I was still officially a ‘student’, and was told to begin with that I would be staying behind at Yeovilton to finish the conversion

  course, another four or five months’ flying. This did not disappoint me greatly and I would have been very happy to wave the rest of the guys off from the safety of the wardroom bar.




  That day passed in a whirl of activity. Personnel were recalled from leave, some being stopped on motorways by police patrol cars, and aircraft were prepared for deployment. Transport was

  organised and people were nominated to embark. By the afternoon it was realised that every single aircraft would be required to join the task force, which meant nothing left at Yeovilton for me to

  complete my training in. It was therefore decided that I would sail with HMS Hermes but would not be flying. I was to be the operations officer for the squadron; my main purpose in life

  would be running the flying programme with a secondary responsibility for writing the line book. This was the unofficial squadron history, consisting of interesting photographs and embarrassing

  quotes. Not really my idea of war! If I was going to expose my body to danger, I wanted a bit more control over my own destiny than that.




  Before leaving for home, I paid a visit to stores to pick up some last-minute essentials. On my list was a shoulder holster for my service pistol but when I attempted to get this issued I was

  greeted with a classic storeman’s answer: ‘Oh no. I’m sorry, sir, they are war stocks and I can’t let them go.’ A fairly swift and to the point discussion followed and

  I walked out with my brand new holster.




  This incident reminded me of the day at RAF Brawdy some four years earlier when I discovered that my Hunter leg restraint garters had become a little worn. These webbing straps fitted around the

  legs below the knee and were connected to the Martin-Baker ejection seat by thick cords which pulled the lower limbs tight against the seat pan on ejection. Without them you could end up with your

  legs flailing around your head at over 400 knots, which is not very comfortable, especially when you hit the ground.




  My trip to flying-clothing stores was not entirely successful however. It is a fact that some storemen regard their equipment as their own personal property and can be very reluctant to part

  with it. On this occasion my request was greeted with a sucking of teeth and ‘I’m sorry, sir, but . . .’ ‘Don’t tell me,’ I said. ‘You have only got two in

  stock and you can’t issue those in case anyone wants them.’ A pained look crossed his face and he replied, ‘Oh no, sir, you are welcome to what I have but I am afraid I only have

  one left on the shelf.’ I gave him an obvious look of incredulity, whereupon he informed me that they came in packs of three! Oh, the mysterious wonders of the supply branch.




  On my return home that evening I sat down and explained to Elizabeth and Charles that I was going off to war. They were very confused as they associated war with being in Germany and thought I

  shouldn’t have to fight now that we were back in England. I had explained to them the need for us to have troops in Germany and we had visited East Berlin to examine communism at first hand.

  There they had found that the Coke tasted foul and there were no chips to be had anywhere; certainly reason enough to fight the Russian hordes. Now I could sense their concern as they watched the

  television newsreels of Royal Marines being marched into captivity along the waterfront at Stanley and the library shots of Argentine aircraft flashing across the screen. There were lots of hugs

  that night before they drifted off to sleep, Liz clutching her newly acquired kitten and Charles his very tatty blue bunny.




  After the children had gone to bed, I packed my bags. It was difficult knowing what to take and what to leave behind. The last thing I wanted was to burden myself with too much rubbish but some

  things were essential. I packed my cameras and all my spare film. I also put in a couple of exercise books because I believed that this might – just might – be an important part of my

  life and I wanted to keep a diary. Little could I guess then quite how critical the next few months would actually turn out to be.




  I also packed three books that had a very special meaning for me. The first was a well-thumbed copy of Richard Bach’s classic, Jonathan Livingston Seagull. For those of you who have

  not read it, it is the quintessential book for all aviators who make their own rules and live by them. The second was his sequel, Illusions: The Adventures of a Reluctant Messiah. The

  philosophy in this small book came as close to changing my life as anything I have ever read. Finally, I took a slim volume of John Pudney’s poetry entitled For Johnny. My father had

  come across a copy of this towards the end of his time as a naval fighter pilot in the Second World War. I first read it when, at the age of twenty-one, I lost one of my course mates in a flying

  accident.




  Chris was a great teddy bear of a guy who was not a natural pilot but made up for this with hard work and a wonderful sense of fun. We had many a hilarious night barrelling through the Yorkshire

  countryside in my old Austin A55 with some girls and far too much beer. Then one day he tried to haul his Jet Provost off the short runway at RAF Leeming without having enough airspeed and mushed

  into the trees just short of the A1. I saw it happen from dispersal and can remember screaming to him to eject, not that there was any chance of him hearing me. He ejected about fifty feet above

  the ground and I caught a quick glimpse of the drogue chute on his seat deploying before it disappeared behind the trees. We found him next to his seat at the base of a hawthorn hedge, quite dead,

  with his partially deployed canopy undulating uselessly in the breeze.




  My father sent me one of John Pudney’s poems, which mirrored and explained the feelings of loss and sorrow which you have to learn to overcome if you are a service pilot, otherwise it

  would just be too wretched to carry on. Since then, that book has been my constant companion, to be brought out when melancholy strikes or when another funeral oration is required.




  So it was with a meagre holdall of belongings and a heavy heart that I said goodbye to my family the following morning and set off for Yeovilton and embarkation. However,

  in complete contradiction of the previous day, I was told that I would be flying onto the ship the following morning and would be accepted as a fully fledged pilot for the duration of the

  operation. I was absolutely delighted that I would now not be confined to the bowels of the ship while everyone else was carving the daylight above but I was still not overly keen on leaving my

  family. It also meant another night at home, which although greatly appreciated did cause a little confusion as we had already said our tearful goodbyes in anticipation of my departure.




  On the Sunday morning the farewells were for real and I left with Charles’ words ringing in my ears: ‘Don’t worry, Daddy, they have only got tatty old aeroplanes and you have

  got brand new ones!’ Out of the mouths of babes and sucklings . . .




  The squadron had been divided up between the two front line squadrons, 800 and 801, based on the carriers Hermes and Invincible respectively. Coming with me to Hermes were

  Lieutenant Commanders Neill Thomas, Gordie Batt and Tony Ogilvy, Sub Lieutenant Andy George and a fellow ‘crab’ (RAF officer), Flight Lieutenant Bertie Penfold. Neill was the

  ‘boss’ of 899, an experienced Phantom pilot and a gentleman of the old school, whereas Gordie was a most unlikely-looking fighter pilot. He was short and rather round in shape, with a

  face that looked as if it had been used as a punch bag. He had started as a helicopter pilot but had recently completed a tour flying A6 Intruders with the US Navy. He had a very sharp wit and

  could defuse the tensest of situations with a well-placed irreverence. Tony Ogilvy was in the middle of a refresher course and due to relieve Sharkey Ward as boss of 801 NAS on Invincible.

  Beneath Oges’ piratical exterior beat a heart of pure gold and his expertise as an ex-Buccaneer air warfare instructor was to be of great value.




  Bertie I had known in Germany. He was a first-class Harrier instructor and approaching the end of his sixteen-year commission with the RAF. His plan was to buy a smallholding in the Yeovilton

  area and fly Hunters for the Fleet Requirements and Air Direction Unit on the south side of the airfield. Andy George was a brand new pilot. He had only just emerged from

  advanced training and had been teamed up with me on the conversion course. Together we had covered about one third of the syllabus and he was still at the ‘enthusiastic puppy-dog’

  stage. Andy was obviously a very capable pilot and possessed the boundless energy of the young but as Gordie warned him, ‘Youth and enthusiasm will always be overcome by experience and low

  cunning.’ He was like a dog with two tails at the prospect of going to war and couldn’t quite believe that he was actually going to be given the chance.




  By the time I arrived at the squadron on Sunday morning, eight aircraft had already embarked on Hermes. I was given a quick brief on deck operations and pointed at XZ 450, the Sea Eagle

  missile trials aircraft that had been hurriedly retrieved from British Aerospace at Dunsfold. It had no radar warning receiver and had been fitted with the Sea Eagle launch panel. In all other

  respects it was a standard aircraft. I carried out a very careful walk-round inspection, still rather hoping that there might be some sort of snag, which might delay me for a few more hours.

  Meanwhile, one of the ground crew manhandled my RAF blue holdall into the back hatch behind the airbrake. This was the only luggage space available in the Harrier and could only be accessed by

  lying on your back under the aircraft. Not too much of a chore on a warm spring morning but a right royal pain in a cold, muddy field.




  As I got airborne at ten o’clock that morning I dropped my starboard wing and said a silent goodbye to my family as I flew just to the south of the married quarters. I was aware of a

  number of people waving madly in my direction and the roads at the end of the runway were crammed with sightseers. The locals were certainly out in force to see us off.




  From Yeovilton I flew south-east towards Poole Harbour and then east along the Solent until I saw the old naval air station at Lee. It seemed a lifetime ago that I had arrived off the train

  there as a callow youth to be assessed for a naval scholarship. In one of those black hangars I had transported barrels and fellow applicants over crocodile-infested swamps (or was it bottomless pits?) with the aid of two coils of rope and a couple of pieces of timber. I remember receiving a massive bollocking for shinning up a rope and using a hangar

  roof support as a belaying point for a rope swing. Apparently it was supposed to be open sky. Still, I was accepted so someone must have recognised initiative when they saw it. Along the coast from

  Lee was Seafield Park, a minor country house on the beach appropriated by the navy during the war, which still housed the School of Naval Aviation Medicine. Here, on a balmy evening in 1967, I had

  been playing croquet with three other newly promoted midshipmen when a hedgehog had come snuffling onto the pitch. After some initial suggestions that the RSPCA would not have approved of, the

  little beast was allowed to continue on its peripatetic way without hindrance.




  Beyond Lee lay Portsmouth, laid out like a map. Hermes stood out very well in the hazy sunshine, tied up alongside the Northwest Wall. The old lady of the fleet still had her mainmast

  shrouded in scaffolding as the dockyard ‘maties’ worked like hell to get her fit to sail. She had been in the middle of a maintenance period, with half her mast removed, when the call

  had come on the previous Friday.




  I called Flyco (Flying Control) and was told to hold off at endurance speed as the deck was not yet ready for me. I therefore set up a lazy orbit to the south of Hayling Island at 5000 feet and

  reduced speed to an economical 240 knots. Before leaving Yeovilton I had been briefed to make absolutely sure I would be able to land on board before jettisoning fuel down to landing weight.

  Apparently, carriers had the habit of telling you to dump fuel and then changing their minds and expecting you to hold off for another half an hour. So when the call came, ‘Yeovil five zero,

  dump down to landing weight and Charlie immediately,’ I politely requested confirmation that the deck was clear. This confirmation came in what I considered a rather unnecessarily curt

  message. Oops, I thought. Just made myself unpopular – not a very auspicious start. Without more ado, I dumped down to 1500 pounds of gas and was just about to start my approach when a

  further call came: ‘Five zero, change of plan. Hold off and endure.’ Sod’s law had operated.




  I explained as politely as I could that I was unable to hold off for more than a couple of minutes and was given reluctant permission to land. I decelerated through the

  entrance to the harbour, speed nicely under control, nozzles moving down to the hover stop, the power of the mighty Pegasus engine increasing gradually to replace the reducing aerodynamic lift. All

  was going pretty well, I thought. I didn’t want to screw up my first ever deck landing in front of the whole of the Royal Navy.




  As my airspeed decreased below 90 knots, the point at which the Harrier becomes unstable in yaw, I saw the reason for Flyco’s concern: the largest floating crane I had ever seen was being

  towed sedately around the stern, completely blocking my approach path. I had to make a rapid decision. I still had just enough fuel to divert to Lee-on-Solent but this would disrupt the

  ship’s already fraught programme. The other option was to ‘cuff it’. I had operated in some very tight clearings in the German countryside over the last few years, so a bit of

  wacky VSTOL1 shouldn’t be too difficult. I slapped the nozzles into the braking stop, wove my way around the crane, did a snappy spot turn alongside

  the superstructure and put the aircraft down firmly on 4 Spot, a rather unconventional approach but a respectable landing. I had the feeling it would be a little more exciting once we got under

  way.




  As I shut the aircraft down and turned off all the electrics, the access ladder was clipped into the foot holes on the right-hand side of the aircraft and a grinning face appeared over the edge

  of the cockpit.




  ‘W’ay aye, ya bugger! I told you we’d go to war together sometime!’ It was Fred Frederiksen, one of the pilots who had joined the navy with me in November 1966. I had not

  seen Fred for more than ten years; his rugged face looked a little more lived-in than before but his lyrical Geordie accent was unmistakable. After we left Dartmouth, he had gone on to fixed-wing

  training and ended up flying Sea Vixens. After this, he converted to Phantoms before becoming an instructor and later a test pilot. As a pilot his skills were unsurpassed and as a man it would

  be difficult to find a more genuine, gentle or likeable friend. I was absolutely delighted that he was sailing with us.




  The flight deck was humming with activity with the ship’s crane swinging vehicles, stores and ammunition up into Fly 1, in front of the island. From here, everything was being rapidly

  moved to the forward lift and taken down into the hangar below. Both gangways leading to the dockside were teeming with people carrying stores on board. From high up on the flight deck they looked

  for all the world like the armies of leafcutter ants I had seen during my service in Belize, each one carrying a seemingly impossible load.




  Fred chaperoned me down the deck to a watertight door at the base of the island. Such doors and hatches would become the bane of our lives. Normally they were held closed by two clips but at

  action stations, when watertight integrity had to be guaranteed, all eight clips were driven home hard. This meant that simply moving from the wardroom to the briefing room became a hand-bruising,

  finger-crushing pain in the arse.




  Inside the island was the line office. Here the line chief kept all the paperwork required to record changes of aircraft serviceability. Even in wartime it was important to maintain records of

  work carried out and hours flown so that essential maintenance would not be overlooked. I dutifully signed my aircraft over to the maintainers and was taken up two decks to Flyco to meet commander

  (air). Robin Shercliff, or Wings as he was traditionally known, was a delightful person; he was tall and spare, with a slight stoop and a bright twinkle in his eye. I had known him briefly when I

  was undergoing basic flying training at Linton-on-Ouse in 1967 and he was one of nature’s gentlemen. I was to see another side of him over the next few months. He was completely unflappable

  and I never heard him raise his voice to anyone, even when we were under attack or when an aircraft ended up in the catwalk. He was just the kind of man needed in this pivotal position and he would

  be largely responsible for the massive support we received from the ship during the coming conflict.




  Next stop was my cabin, 5U4; the number is engraved on my memory even now. To get there entailed walking half the length of the ship, through numerous watertight doors,

  down several ladders, past the wardroom and finally down a very narrow, vertical ladder onto 5 Deck. I was sharing with Andy George, and since I was considerably senior to him, I grabbed the top

  bunk. It was a comfortable enough cabin, albeit a little cramped for two. Behind the sliding door was a space about ten feet by seven; on the left wall was a full-length wardrobe and a writing desk

  and opposite was a set of three deep drawers and a sink. Although the sink was plumbed with hot and cold running water, its waste pipe, as I soon discovered, merely ran into a two-gallon

  ‘spit kit’ in the cupboard below. This meant that if you used the sink, you had to cart the waste water quite a long way aft to get rid of it in the ‘heads’. We soon agreed

  that this was not worth the effort. It amazes me to this day that this arrangement must have been in place ever since Hermes was launched over twenty years earlier and is unlikely to have

  changed now that she is INS Viraat with the Indian Navy.




  The bunks were really very comfortable, being quite long and more than wide enough for the average person. They also had large mahogany leeboards to stop you being thrown out in a heavy sea. The

  later carriers, of the Invincible class, had settees that converted into extremely narrow bunks. Not only were these uncomfortable, they were so narrow that seat belts were required to keep

  you from ending up on the floor. They also had a mechanism which tended to unlock in a heavy sea, and numerous people woke up to find themselves incarcerated behind the back of a settee with no

  means of escape. This was known universally as being ‘clam shelled’. Not a problem with the tried and trusted design of Hermes’ sleeping arrangements.




  I spent that afternoon finding my way around the ship. It was a confusing warren of passageways and hatches containing a bewildering array of pipework, damage control equipment and signs. There

  were no signs to guide you and apparently no maps either; it was just a case of learning where the essential places were. All spaces had a code which allowed them to be

  located on a three-dimensional plan of the ship. The three elements of the code started with the deck number, with the flight deck being No.1 Deck. Below this was 2 Deck and above, in the island,

  came 01 Deck. The second element referred to transverse divisions working aft from A at the bows, and the final element located the space within those divisions, odds to starboard and evens to

  port. Thus my cabin, 5U4, was on 5 Deck, right aft and on the port side, conveniently close to the wardroom in 4T.




  There were fore and aft passageways running most of the length of the ship on 2 Deck and a further set on 4 Deck. These were the main highways from which most of the ship could be accessed. Most

  of 3 Deck was taken up by a hangar space which stretched from G Section back to Q Section. This was served by two enormous lifts, one aft and one forward on the port side. Each lift was capable of

  carrying a fully armed Sea Harrier from the hangar to the flight deck in a matter of thirty seconds.




  I quickly discovered that there were a number of spaces it was essential for an aviator to be able to locate. The No. 2 Briefing Room in 2M with its adjacent aircrew refreshment buffet (referred

  to universally as the ACRB or Greasy Spoon) was to be the centre of our operations. The wardroom, with its dining room and bar, was the social centre of the ship, and up in the island were the

  bridge, operations room and Flyco.




  Hermes had been designed as a fixed-wing carrier capable of carrying two squadrons of jet aircraft. To this end she had spacious accommodation for both personnel and equipment, unlike the

  newer Invincible class, which had been designed purely to take helicopters. This gave her a cavernous hangar with large workshops, a vast expanse of armoured flight deck, and more

  importantly a very spacious wardroom with a very large bar. On Hermes the compartment in which the bar was located was large enough to hold the entire ship’s officer complement in

  comfort and still have a game of mess rugby. It also had the advantage of having large brass scuttles along the port side through which I found I could watch the Gosport ferry plying backwards and

  forwards across the harbour entrance. The bar itself was a mahogany counter about twenty feet in length with a fine set of mirrored panels behind the row of optics. Truly a

  bar fit for the cream of naval aviation.




  During that afternoon Neill Thomas and Oges landed on with two more Sea Harriers from Yeovilton. These were brand new aircraft taken out of storage at RAF St Athan in South Glamorgan. Work on

  deck stopped only for a few minutes to allow their recovery before recommencing with a will.




  By this time the hangar was stacked with stores and ammunition of all types. Small arms and grenades lay next to missiles and toilet paper. Incongruously, there were also large cases of

  Argentine corned beef, the equivalent of the D-Day invasion fleet being fed bratwurst. Gradually these stores were being distributed around the ship and stacked in every spare corner. The 3 Deck

  passageway heading aft to the quarterdeck became the potato store until, after several weeks, the paper sacks began to disintegrate and the whiff of the semi-rotten tubers became too much to

  bear.




  On Sunday evening a group of us headed into Portsmouth for a Chinese meal and a few beers. The town was buzzing with the news of the fleet’s imminent departure and I had the peculiar

  feeling that I was watching history being made. On the short walk back to the dockyard main gate I was lucky enough to find an empty phone box and made a short call home to say goodbye. As we made

  our way past Nelson’s flagship I noticed that a number of bow planks had been removed for repair, exposing the four large hawse pipes for the anchor cables which led horizontally back into

  the hull of the ship. Some wag remarked that things must be desperate if they were refitting Victory with Exocet missiles.




  Sleep did not come easily that night as I lay on my bunk wondering what the future had in store for me. I had not had any time to put my life in order. We were in the process of buying a house

  and I had managed to arrange an enduring power of attorney so that Carol could access all my accounts and sign documents on my behalf. I had also told her about an affair I

  had been having with a beautiful young German girl.




  I had met Antje at a small flying club in the Westerwald area of Germany in July 1979, when she was twenty-one years old. I was stunned by her twinkling hazel eyes and her zest for life. The

  following year we met again and spent most of the weekend in each other’s company, including a late-night sauna and nude swim in the club pool, where she made no attempt to hide her physical

  attributes. We discovered that we had a huge amount in common despite the ten-year difference in our ages. She was also a fan of Richard Bach’s writings and those of Antoine de

  Saint-Exupéry, the pioneering French pilot. After a while we found that we were almost reading each other’s minds, an uncanny experience. I did my best to seduce her in the mist and

  the ghostly moonlight that evening but she somehow resisted my charms, despite me telling her that she would probably regret it in the morning.




  On the Monday morning I returned to Gütersloh and my real life. As I accelerated along Breitscheid’s 500-metre strip in my Harrier I was aware of a figure at the side of the runway,

  waving a yellow scarf and mouthing the words, ‘I regret it!’ After that weekend we tried to see each other whenever we could and soon became lovers, albeit at long distance. Sometimes

  we would not hear from each other for months and then our letters would cross in the post. At other times I would suddenly become unsettled for no apparent reason, only to find that she was going

  through a particularly difficult time. It was an emotional experience unlike anything I had known previously and one that I still count myself very lucky to have had.




  I had last spent time with Antje the previous September and she had since met someone in London, also called David; they were planning to get married in the autumn. I was sorry that I would be

  losing her as a lover but I believed that we would remain soulmates.




  LOADING CONTINUED through the night and the following morning, until the old ship was bursting at the seams. Up on deck were ten of our Sea Harriers and

  a dozen Sea King helicopters – some anti-submarine Mark 5s and some commando Mark 4s of 846 NAS. While we prepared for an all-encompassing brief on ship operations, the

  rest of the ship’s company took up their positions around the deck edge and in the catwalks to leave harbour at Procedure Alfa.




  The Royal Navy has always been very keen on ceremony and can provide a stirring spectacle at the drop of a hat. That morning the ship was a sight to stir Drake from his hammock in Nombre Dios

  Bay. Some 1800 crew lined the ship’s side to say farewell to a massive crowd of well-wishers gathered around the entrance to the harbour: a crowd that contained wives, families, girlfriends

  and many who had no real connection with the task force, save that they wanted to wish us Godspeed.




  Down on 2 Deck we were half an hour into our operations briefing when I noticed that the overhead projector screen had started to sway almost imperceptibly back and forth. We were at sea.




  





 


 


 


 



CHAPTER 2




  OFF TO WAR


 


 


 


 


  BY THE TIME OUR briefing was complete we were out of sight of land and I had missed my opportunity to bid the coast of England farewell. It was a

  peculiar feeling leaning on the rail of the catwalk, staring north towards the horizon that obscured the Dorset coast and Lyme Regis, with its Cobb made famous by the film The French

  Lieutenant’s Woman. I had planned a date there with Antje when I was eighty years old and she was seventy. I couldn’t help wondering if we would make it. Only a few miles north of

  Lyme Bay lay Yeovilton and my family. They, together with the rest of the country, were very much caught up in the massive surge of patriotism that accompanied the task force’s departure from

  UK waters while we were caught in a surreal limbo.




  By the hour, we were getting news of more ships sailing, not only warships but the STUFT ships, (ships taken up from trade), a very apt acronym. These varied from large passenger liners to North

  Sea tugs and all were prepared in amazingly short order, including the addition of flight decks to some of them to allow helicopter operations.




  Most of that Monday was spent cruising slowly west, as the ship sorted out the chaos in the hangar and prepared for flying operations. In the afternoon ‘Hands to flying stations’ was

  piped and we turned into wind to receive our final Sea Harrier from Yeovilton. Bertie Penfold was the pilot and I got the distinct impression that like me he would far rather

  have stayed behind and kept the home fires burning. The arrival of this aircraft meant that we now had every single serviceable Sea Harrier in the country embarked with the fleet and British

  Aerospace had been instructed to complete those on their production line as a matter of the utmost urgency.




  That evening there was a good party in the wardroom bar. Many of the ship’s officers made it a policy not to drink at sea, as they tended to work ‘watch and watch’ –

  eight hours on duty followed by eight hours off. This rarely applies to aircrew and we can usually drink in moderation most evenings. There was an undercurrent of excitement that evening. Everyone

  was debating whether we were actually going to war, or whether there would be a diplomatic settlement with us being the big stick which the government would use to back its demands. It was my view

  that we must assume the worst and plan accordingly. To this end I had a long discussion with Commander Chris Hunneyball, the staff aviation officer (SAVO). He was a former fixed-wing pilot and had

  a fairly good grasp of our requirements. I was interested to know what sort of tasks we were likely to have to undertake when we arrived off the Falklands.




  He stated that our first task would be to deny the use of Stanley airfield to the Argentine Air Force. This sounded a very easy proposition but I knew from my time in Germany that to render a

  runway unusable for any period of time was very difficult. It appeared that the runway at Stanley had been built on a solid rock base, which would require a weapon with the ability to penetrate the

  surface and explode deep underneath, causing a large amount of ‘heave’ around the crater. Bombs dropped at low level would simply bounce off, causing little or no damage. To do

  significant damage to the runway surface we would have to drop 1000-pound bombs in a steep dive, which might not be a good idea if there were significant ground defences.




  I suggested instead that we use the BL 755 cluster bomb, one of the weapons planned for use in the central European theatre against tanks and aircraft in the open. The

  ‘custard bomb’, as it was colloquially known, was a devastating weapon that could be delivered from a height of only 150 feet. Once clear of the aircraft, its casing split and 147

  bomblets were scattered over an area on the ground the size of two football pitches laid end to end. Each bomblet was about the size and shape of a baked bean tin and consisted of a high-drag tail

  unit with an armour-piercing warhead. The nose of the bomblet contained a very sensitive detonator and the casing fragmented into thousands of razor-sharp fragments. Each bomb could destroy

  anything within its footprint, armoured or soft skinned. Aircraft and personnel certainly came within the definition of soft skinned. I thought that with this weapon we would be able to make a hell

  of a mess of an airfield and probably slow down any attempt to repair it by virtue of the fact that about 10 per cent of the bomblets would probably not explode, leaving between ten and fifteen

  very effective anti-personnel mines per weapon. SAVO needed little persuasion and disappeared off to send some signals. I felt pleased that my experience was being acknowledged so quickly and that

  I seemed to be making a positive contribution to the grand plan.




  Shortly after my conversation with Chris Hunneyball I became aware of a disturbance at the bar. A slightly dishevelled-looking civilian with large glasses was struggling to climb onto the

  counter with a pint of beer in his hands. He stood up, his head bent under the steel deck-head, and called for quiet. When he had achieved a slight lull in the conversation, he looked around the

  sea of faces and said, ‘Gentlemen, for those who don’t know me, I am Brian Hanrahan from the BBC. I would like to introduce my cameraman Bernard Hesketh and John Jockel my soundman. We

  will be coming with you on Hermes. Now, I know you are not very keen on the press but I hope that as you get to know us you will come to trust us. In the meantime I would like to buy a round

  of drinks.’




  Brian certainly knew the way to our hearts and was quickly surrounded by eager young men with empty glasses. Treating others is normally frowned upon in the navy as it can

  lead to excessive consumption but the chance of a free beer from the BBC could not be declined. It was in fact a clever way of breaking down the normal distrust with which the services regard the

  media. Over the next few months I was to become close friends with the BBC team and there would never be a single occasion when they did not treat us with scrupulous fairness and honesty.




  THE FOLLOWING morning found us some ninety miles south-west of Land’s End, steaming in circles and awaiting the arrival of the rest of the task

  force. The weather had clamped in and we had a cloud base of only 200 feet in light drizzle, not an ideal day for my first deck operations, but I had to cut my teeth sometime.




  In the event, my first operational ski-jump launch went without a hitch. The sea was relatively calm and deck movement very limited, which made it much easier to judge when to start the take-off

  roll. Unlike a steam catapult take-off, where the pilot has no control over his launch, a Sea Harrier free launch is entirely under the pilot’s control once the flight deck officer has given

  him the green flag. The FDO on Hermes was Tony Hodgson, a hard-working officer probably a little older than most of us who had started life on the lower deck and ruled his team of yellow

  shirts with a benevolent rod of iron. He was great fun socially and an absolutely dedicated professional on the flight deck. His final visual check of aircraft before launch saved many a pilot a

  red face or even worse.




  Before launch it was essential that the pilot be given sufficient information to align his navigation, heading and reference system (NAVHARS). This not only allowed the pilot to navigate

  successfully without reference to the ground but also performed the calculations required for accurate weapons release and stabilisation of the Blue Fox radar. Unlike most systems, it did not need

  a stable period of eleven minutes to align the platform; all it required was a position defined in latitude and longitude and an accurate heading. The heading was derived from an automatic readout positioned below Flyco but the position had to be copied onto a large board and shown to each pilot in turn by a ‘board man’, who wove his way

  across the deck, board held high, trying to get a thumbs-up from each cockpit.




  The flight deck was a very dangerous place when operating aircraft. Imagine an area of steel the size of two football pitches, surrounded by a drop of sixty feet into the sea. Place on the

  right-hand edge a steel tower another sixty feet high, covered in masts and radars. Add piles of bombs, missiles, rockets and torpedoes, half a dozen Sea Harriers, their engines producing an

  ear-splitting whine even at idle and a couple of helicopters with rotor blades slicing the air six feet above your head. Sprinkle this scene liberally with men cocooned against the noise and

  weather in various coloured jerseys denoting their functions moving purposefully around their charges. Add, finally, several hundred ringbolts and lashing chains to trip the unwary and a

  thirty-knot wind to unbalance you. Truly not a place for the untrained. To this end, only essential personnel were allowed on the flight deck while flying was taking place.




  Having launched, I immediately plunged into the base of the cloud, which stretched all the way up to 31,000 feet. I spent the next hour flying around in the layers of cloud, attempting to get

  the radar to work. I managed to catch a quick glimpse of Land’s End and the Isles of Scilly way to the north-east of us before the Blue Fox gave up the ghost completely and I had to rely on

  directions from Hermes to find the target at the end of each practice interception. This was not a very satisfactory way of spending £10,000 of taxpayers’ money, but at least it

  allowed me to carry out my first proper deck landing.




  The method used to recover to the ship in poor weather differed considerably from that used ashore. The precision approach radar approach, used universally by shore bases, consisted of a

  controller interpreting a radar return and giving the pilot advisory information to enable him to achieve the runway centreline and the correct three-degree glide path. This allowed the pilot to

  break cloud at 200 feet exactly on the centreline and carry out a successful landing at about 120 knots on the runway threshold.




  At sea the problem was slightly different in that after breaking cloud the pilot had to decelerate the aircraft to a hover alongside the ship, before transitioning sideways for a vertical

  landing. This required the approach to be flown slower than normal, putting the aircraft very close to the aerodynamic stalling speed. To facilitate this, the nozzles were lowered to sixty degrees

  at the commencement of the descent and power increased to allow the airspeed to be reduced to 140 knots. This produced a very unstable flight regime in which the slightest movement of the tail

  plane or power setting caused rapid pitching. As a result, the approach felt as if it was being flown balanced on the head of a pin, with the constant danger of falling into the abyss. In addition,

  the high power meant that the cockpit noise level was increased dramatically, making spatial disorientation a very real possibility. Disorientation, as any pilot knows, can cause the most peculiar

  conflict between the body and the brain, leading to overpowering but erroneous sensations. It has been the cause of many accidents in the past and will continue to claim lives until someone can

  find a way of desensitising the brain to spurious physical inputs.




  Thus the carrier-controlled approach (CCA) resulted in a very heavy workload and a high stress environment, with a controller working an ancient navigation radar which suffered from poor

  definition and a minimum range of about half a mile – altogether not what a chap needs at the end of a difficult sortie on a dark night with not much fuel remaining.




  I had only attempted two CCAs prior to this first sortie, both in the relatively civilised environment of Yeovilton, and I was not looking forward to my first poor-weather approach at sea.

  Luckily we still had a shore diversion available, which eased the pressure slightly, and the approach went fairly well, allowing me to break cloud just under a mile astern. From there it was just a

  case of judging the deceleration to arrive alongside with the speed under control. Once in the hover, things were fairly straightforward. A series of lights had been jury-rigged at the back

  of the island to give an indication of height above the deck and fore and aft position. These were referred to as the ‘Christmas tree’ and did a remarkably good

  job in the daylight.




  The technique was to line up the Christmas tree lights and then move sideways across the deck to position over the centreline. Once stabilised there, power was reduced to commence the descent

  and almost immediately reapplied to cushion the touchdown. It was important to judge the ship’s movement, however, as the deck had a nasty habit of moving as you started your descent, which

  could result in a heavy touchdown or one with a sideways motion. Either of these could damage the undercarriage and would certainly cause a wave of bawdy comment from the ‘goofers’ who

  lined the side of the superstructure. Goofing was a Fleet Air Arm tradition, whereby anyone without anything better to do would find a vantage point on the island and watch the aviators make fools

  of themselves. On Hermes the favoured place was on 03 or 04 Deck, in the area of the funnel. This activity was not entirely without hazard, as when aeroplanes crash they tend to send a lot

  of metal flying through the air. The danger of being hit by debris was, however, outweighed by the possibility of witnessing someone else’s embarrassment. It has to be said that even without

  the occasional drama the flight deck in full operation is an impressive sight and goofing gives the ship’s company as a whole the chance to appreciate the ship’s raison

  d’être. Never more so than then, when we were quite possibly on our way to war.




  One potential source of embarrassment for me on that recovery was that I was required to back-taxi for the first time. This was a manoeuvre rarely used ashore because of the danger of sucking in

  engine-wrecking debris (FOD), but the flight deck was supposedly kept completely clean, so back-taxiing was not unusual. The Harrier’s exhaust nozzles could be rotated from the fully aft

  position to nearly twenty degrees forward of the vertical. This was designed to enable the aircraft to be slowed down in the air or on the runway after a conventional landing, but could equally be

  used to drive the machine backwards, both on the ground and in the air. The technique required a fine balance of power and speed. Too little power resulted in the aircraft

  refusing to move and a rapidly rising jet pipe temperature; too much power resulted in a rearward speed that was difficult to control. Add to this that neither the pilot nor marshaller was

  practised at the manoeuvre, the rudder pedals worked in the reverse sense and the deck was surrounded by a drop of sixty feet into the water and you can see the problems. Fortunately, I was only

  required to taxi backwards in a relatively straight line for a few hundred feet and managed it without loss of dignity.




  Later that afternoon I climbed up to 03 Deck to goof as waves of helicopters arrived from Culdrose, some of them bringing last-minute joiners and others laden with stores. One of the late

  arrivals was Lieutenant Commander Des Hughes, an ex-Phantom observer who had been teaching radar intercept theory on 899 at Yeovilton and had been drafted to us as our operations officer. Des was

  an experienced aviator with an elfin sense of humour and was respected by us all for both his knowledge of the aircraft systems and his ability to cut through the bullshit and make things happen,

  even if it meant pissing off senior officers.




  In among the stores received that afternoon were large numbers of brown crates covered with explosive markings. The cluster bombs had arrived in the nick of time before we were out of range of

  land.




  We also disembarked some personnel. A team of dockyard workers had volunteered to sail from Portsmouth with us to complete the rebuild of the mast, this despite them having been told the

  previous week that they were to be made redundant. They had worked flat out for the previous three days and completed the job just in time. Before they flew off to Culdrose we threw a party for

  them in the wardroom and then poured them onto the helicopter without a care in the world and clanking with duty-free bottles. Also to leave was Andy McHarg, one of our junior pilots. Much to his

  chagrin, he had developed a serious eye infection and was sent ashore to recover.




  With all our transfers complete, we now headed off to the southwest at speed. The Bay of Biscay is notorious for its rough seas and the next twenty-four hours were no exception. The vast

  Atlantic rollers have 3000 miles of unbroken ocean in which to gather momentum. What starts as a mildly choppy sea off the coast of New England develops into a series of

  long, greasy, powerful swells by the time it reaches Biscay. Add to these waves strong winds completely unobstructed by any land mass and you have the recipe for some very uncomfortable

  weather.




  That night I experienced the worst discomfort I had known since my short period in a minesweeper when I was a cadet at Dartmouth. Even though the ship was by far the largest in the Royal Navy,

  she was tossed about like a coracle. The seas were running in a westerly direction with up to thirty feet between trough and crest. This gave the ship a peculiar corkscrew motion, which made it

  very difficult to forecast what was going to happen next. With my cabin being a long way aft, I experienced some of the worst of the motion, although not as bad as those poor souls trying to sleep

  in the forward mess decks. Each time the ship crested a wave, the stern rose rapidly some forty-odd feet, pinning me to my mattress. A few seconds later, as she slid down into the trough, there was

  a floating sensation as the stern dropped away. This was not too bad when lying horizontal but made walking about the ship extremely tiring and very hazardous. It also resulted in a large amount of

  spilt beer. I hardly slept at all that night. Not only was the ship’s motion not conducive to sleep but the noise of the sea rushing past the hull and the vibration from the propellers

  turning at high revs also combined to keep Morpheus well and truly at bay.




  Over the next few days the ship steamed steadily south at around twenty knots while we started to prepare for our various roles. We also practised bringing the ship to action stations. On

  hearing the pipe ‘Hands to action stations, hands to action stations. Assume State One, Condition Zulu’, everyone immediately reported to his station and all defensive positions were

  fully manned. Hermes had very little in the way of defensive armament, two Seacat missile systems and a couple of machine guns, but all ops room functions and damage control headquarters had

  to be manned with the utmost speed. The result of this was that hundreds of men burst into the passageways heading in various directions, all carrying gas masks and life

  jackets and pulling on anti-flash hoods and gloves. As if this chaos were not enough, all the watertight hatches and doors were also slammed shut and fully secured.




  The first attempt resulted in a thirty-minute reaction time from the pipe to being fully closed up. This was obviously far from acceptable when we might have only a few minutes notice of an

  incoming missile. Commander John Locke, the executive officer, left us in no doubt that this was a poor result and repeated the exercise ad nauseam for the next few days until we were reacting in

  less than fifteen minutes. Even this time was later halved, with the added incentive of a real attack.




  By 8 April we were some 400 miles off the Portuguese coast and settling into the routine fairly well. We flew fairly intensively, including a forty-eight-hour period while closed up at action

  stations. We honed our intercept skills, practised our combat manoeuvres and started to develop techniques for attacking Type 42 missile destroyers. This was important as the UK government had

  previously sold the Argentine Navy two of these ships with fairly effective anti-aircraft missile systems. I studied the details of the Seadart radar and came up with a series of manoeuvres which I

  believed would allow two Sea Harriers to penetrate its defences and sink or disable a Type 42. On Good Friday we put the theory into practice and completely confused one of our Type 42 escorts. I

  can remember feeling happy that we now had a good chance against the Argentine destroyers if the need arose.




  That evening the weather was beautiful. A large area of high pressure was stationary over the Azores, giving us light winds and a calm sea. The flight deck was opened for recreation for

  forty-five minutes between day and night flying and I took the opportunity to stand on the ramp, looking west, watching the glorious oranges and pinks of the setting sun as it sank towards its

  shimmering reflection on the ocean’s surface. I have always considered aviators to be particularly fortunate; not only do we see more sunsets than most of humanity but, if you judge it right,

  you can experience the incredible beauty of a ground-level sunset and then slip your earthly bonds and soar into the evening sky to watch a second sunset from high above your

  earthbound colleagues.




  My reverie was however rudely broken by the call to action stations and I was forced to dive through the nearest watertight door and head back to my troglodytic existence.




  By now we were heading due south towards Ascension Island and had settled into a routine of eating, flying and sleeping, with a few beers thrown in for good measure. There were a few incidents

  to relieve the boredom. A Sea King suffered a tail-rotor control failure but managed to carry out a very nice running landing on the aft end of the flight deck, and Bertie Penfold was marshalled

  backwards into the side of the island. He was incandescent with rage but we pointed out that it would have been slightly worse, and a great deal wetter, if he had been marshalled backwards over the

  side of the deck. As it was, the damage was limited to a slightly bent tail-plane tip and was soon repaired.




  I carried out my first live intercepts during this period. One was a Spanish Navy Atlantique maritime patrol aircraft snooping around some way north of the task force. At this stage we were not

  sure whether the Spanish were on our side and didn’t want to risk our progress being communicated to Buenos Aires. After a couple of slow passes alongside him, he seemed to get the message

  and turned away from the fleet towards his home base. The second was a twin-engined light aircraft that was showing far too much interest in us. He also turned tail and headed back towards land as

  soon as I showed up on his wing.




  Preparations for war continued and a great deal of time was spent repainting the aircraft. The Sea Harrier’s normal colour scheme was an attractive dark grey with a white underside, all

  very nice for air displays but not very good camouflage in the conditions we were anticipating in the southern ocean. The remedy was large numbers of men with four-inch paintbrushes and gallons of

  grey paint. After covering all the white surfaces, we then painted out the white circles in the roundels, although I reckoned that if the enemy got close enough to see those, we would probably be

  in deep guano. The result was actually very easy on the eye and certainly considerably more warlike. We also painted out the pilots’ names on the sides of the cockpits,

  with one exception, that of Major Willard T. McAtee USMC. Willy was the archetypal US Marine, ready for anything, but much to his disgust had been forbidden from taking part. As he said, ‘Who

  the hell can have a war without inviting the marines?’ His name remained on the side of his aircraft until the night before the first raid on the islands, the least we could do for a great

  aviator and friend.




  

    

      

        13 April




        Got up at 0440 for an 0620 six-ship launch. It was pitch black and frightened me fartless. I ended up with no radar, no radar warning receiver and no

        head-up display. All in all, not the most enjoyable sortie I have ever flown. Tried out some loft bombing profiles and they seem to work OK, so we are into toss bombing now. Defence stations

        all day. Action stations today took four minutes for weapons systems and nine minutes for State 1, Condition Zulu. Getting better!!


      


    


  




  The morning of 15 April dawned bright and clear. We had now passed through the south-east trades and were well into the doldrums. The outside air temperature had climbed into the twenties and

  whenever the flight deck was opened for recreation, lines of lily-white bodies could be seen stretched out on towels, soaking up the sun. Today, however, was different; we were about to cross the

  equator and this was cause for celebration. In accordance with long-standing naval tradition, King Neptune was to hold court.




  

  Neptune and his court were played by a bunch of hairy-arsed senior ratings, some representing mermaids with long wigs made from lengths of string. In the wings lurked Sweeney Todd, the demon

  barber, with his huge pair of scissors and massive cut-throat razor. In attendance also were a number of ‘enforcers’ whose job it was to round up those unfortunates who had not crossed

  the equator before and drag them before Neptune. Once there, they were forced to kneel and given a drink, before being roundly abused, covered in flour and water, given a shave and haircut and thrown with great ceremony into a tank of water. There they were repeatedly ducked, with each ducking accompanied by a round of raucous applause. This was followed by the

  presentation of a certificate which read:


  




  

    

      A Proclamation




      

        To all mariners and lubbers alike wherever they may be, be it known by his royal proclamation that His Gracious Majesty King Neptune, ruler of the

        Seven Seas and Six Oceans and all underwater terrains, did after all due consideration, admit to his realms one…


      




      Flt Lt MORGAN RAF




      who on the 15th day of April 1982 did sail across latitude 0 degrees.




      

        In committing this offence the aforementioned mariner did undergo the penalties laid down and passing the same to the satisfaction of His Majesty and

        his court, did then pay homage and become a humble servant to his majesty from that time on.


      




      

        Neptunus Rex


      




      

        SPECIAL FALKLAND WAR EDITION


      


    


  


      

  This was a very welcome day of relaxation before we carried on with the work-up.





  That evening we were told that there would be a mail run leaving in the morning, so I sat down at my writing desk and wrote my first letters home.




  



    

      

        HMS Hermes




        15 April




        My dearest little wife,




        How are you? I hope things have settled down somewhat after my rather precipitate departure. You probably saw all the coverage of our departure from

        Portsmouth. I was in a briefing at the time and missed it but I gather it was a spectacular send-off. I can’t tell you much about what we have been doing, for obvious reasons, but

        we have been working hard to prepare for all eventualities, although we did have a rest on Easter Sunday and on the day we ‘crossed the line’. It being my

        first time across the equator, I was hauled up before Neptune’s court and found guilty, forced to drink an awful concoction and then covered in flour and water before being thrown into

        a tank of seawater. I am still trying to get the paste out of my hair!




        I expect you have been getting all the news back home, as we have a TV team on board, who have been sending copy back via satellite. In fact you will probably have seen

        some film by the time you get this letter. Morale is pretty good at the moment and we are all set to give these guys a whopping if they don’t wind their necks in pretty

        rapidly.




        Thank you for the pictures and the drawings which you packed for me; it was a lovely surprise when I opened my logbook for the first time. I’ve got them on the

        inside of my writing desk, as we are not allowed any loose paper or materials around the cabin, because it may foul the pumps if the cabin gets flooded. My cabin is just on the waterline,

        above the props on the port side, which makes it a little noisy when we are going fast. Almost like an express train but it is not too bad otherwise. The rest of the bunch are a good crowd,

        including Spag, Ted Ball and Tony Penfold. Also Fred Frederiksen who was at Dartmouth with me and was recalled from Boscombe Down.




        I bet Yeovilton is a bit quieter now, with all the noisy Harriers gone and most of the helicopters. I hope you have a nice Easter and I hope the kids weren’t too

        grotty. I felt a bit low for the first couple of days out but I’m feeling a bit more cheerful now that we are getting stuck into the preparations. I don’t think that we have too

        much to worry about from the Argies, especially with a couple of nuke submarines in the area. In fact it sounds from the news as if they are getting cold feet about the whole deal, so we may

        not have to go all the way after all. You can always hope.




        You know I miss you and the kids something rotten. God knows why. I must be getting sentimental in my old age. Talking about old age, I am

        attempting to keep a diary so that you can get an idea of what happened when I get back. I don’t think it will be up to Pepys’ standard though. I am also trying to cultivate

        ‘out of body’ experiences, so if you suddenly find someone with you one evening, don’t worry; it will just be my ka!




        I’ve just been told that the last post leaves in a couple of hours, so I’d better get this in the box. I don’t know when I’ll be able to write

        again but you’ll be able to follow my progress from the TV reports, unless we unload the team. If you get desperate, it is still possible to get a signal to me through Yeovilton, by the

        way.




        Give the Boggits a big hug for me (and the cat, hamster, fish and tadpoles!) and I’ll write when I get the chance. Take great care of yourself my love. I love you

        very much indeed, even if I do get ratty sometimes.




        Lots of love




        

		

          D


        


		 


      


    


  




  I also wrote to Antje.




  



 

      

        My dearest disciple,




        I must admit that I never thought that I would be on my way to war with the navy before I had even finished my conversion to the Sea Harrier! As you can

        see, I am at present on board Hermes as she rushes off south. I cannot tell you precisely where we are or what we have been doing for obvious reasons but we have been working quite

        hard and playing quite hard as well. It is rather different flying from a runway which keeps moving around!
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