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SEA HARRIER OVER THE FALKLANDS


Sharkey Ward commanded 801 Naval Air Squadron, HMS Invincible, during the Falklands War of April to June 1982 and was senior Sea Harrier adviser to the Command on the tactics, direction and progress of the air war. He flew over sixty missions, achieved three air-to-air kills, and took part in or witnessed a total of ten kills; he was also the leading night pilot, and was decorated with the Distinguished Service Cross for gallantry. This is his story.




Glossary






	A&AEE

	Aircraft and Armament Experimental Establishment at Boscombe Down






	AAR

	Air-to-Air Refuelling






	AAWC

	Anti-Air Warfare Control Ship: the ship with the responsibility for controlling the Group’s air defence assets. No air movements should be made without the AAWC’s explicit knowledge and authority






	ACM

	Air Combat Manoeuvring: fighter combat, dog-fighting






	ACT

	Air Combat Training






	Aden Cannon

	30mm air-to-air and air-to-surface gun with high explosive or armour-piercing ammunition. The Sea Harrier carries two cannon mounted in pods on either side of the fuselage belly






	AEO

	Air Engineer Officer






	AEW

	Airborne Early Warning






	AI

	Air Intercept: ‘Do some AI’ means ‘Do some Air


Intercept training’






	AIM

	Air Intercept Missile, as in Sidewinder AIM-9L






	Air Staff

	Representing the RAF in the Ministry of Defence






	Air taxi, to

	To move the aircraft from point A to point B when in the hover






	Angle of

	An aerodynamic term which defines the angle at which the chord line of the wing is presented relative to the airstream






	AWI

	Air Warfare Instructor






	Axis, attack/threat

	The geographical bearing along which an attack or threat is expected






	BAe

	British Aerospace: manufacturer of Sea Harrier






	Blue Fox

	The mono-pulse radar fitted to the Sea Harrier to support its Air Intercept, Surface Reconnaissance and Surface Attack Weapon System needs. It represents the heart of the aircraft weapon system. An exceptionally reliable, user-friendly system specially designed for single-seat fast jet operations. Information from the radar can be fed directly to the HUD in conjunction with information from the Navhars and other black boxes






	Blue on blue

	Engaging – and injuring or damaging – friendly forces by mistake






	Bogey

	Enemy air contact






	Booties

	Royal Marines






	Brass Hat

	Officers reaching or exceeding the rank of Commander, Lieutenant-Colonel, Wing Commander, have gold braid on the peaks of their caps






	Buccaneer

	Conventional carrier-borne fighter-bomber






	‘Burner’

	Slang for jet engine reheat, i.e. burning extra fuel in the engine exhaust, thus greatly increasing thrust






	Cab

	Aircraft






	Canberra

	A British built, twin-jet bomber/reconnaissance aircraft that once held the world altitude record. Not to be confused with the name of the passenger liner that carried our troops to the Falklands






	CAP

	Combat Air Patrol. Aircraft can conduct a roving CAP or, as in the defence of the Task Group, can be told to patrol a particular part of the sky in order to detect, deter, intercept and destroy attacking aircraft






	CCA

	Carrier Controlled Approach: as opposed to a visual approach conducted by the pilot. Employed at night and in bad weather, with ship’s radar information being used to guide the pilot down a specific glide slope to the deck






	Conventional flight

	A term developed for the VSTOL world to indicate normal as opposed to hovering flight (with, in the Harrier types, thrust nozzles pointing aft, as with all other aircraft)






	‘D’

	Direction officer based in a ship to provide Air Intercept control and assistance to the pilot






	DA

	Direct Action, as in a bomb fuse. The fuse is triggered on contact unless there is a time delay set to achieve penetration of the target






	Dagger

	See Mirage Mks III and V






	Departure

	… from controlled flight. When the aircraft is pushed beyond its aerodynamic limits and takes charge of the pilot






	Down the throat

	Coming directly towards from a head-on position






	Downwind

	An aviation term denoting the position in the landing circuit that is opposite to the point of touchdown (abeam the ship and heading in the opposite direction)






	Duskers

	Landings conducted on a carrier deck at dusk and in the gathering gloom of dark. A pre-requisite in the Fleet Air Arm for pilots before their first night land-on






	Exocet

	An active-radar homing, sea-skimming, anti-ship missile with a stand-off, over-the-horizon launch capability. Range about 100 kilometres, speed 550 knots. The air-launched variant was carried by the Argentine Super Etendard. The ship-launched version is fitted in many fleets throughout the world






	FAA

	Fleet Air Arm






	Fast jet

	Pseudonym for a military fighter or fighter ground-attack (FGA) aircraft






	Fish head

	Aviation slang for a Seaman Officer






	Flag Officer

	An Admiral appointed by Their Lordships (of the Navy) as the operational commander and administrative authority of a fleet or group of ships at sea, or of a shore-based command, e.g. FONAC. Often abbreviated to ‘the Flag’, which, in practice, is an expression including the Staff of the Admiral






	Flyco

	The aviation ‘bridge’ usually jutting out over the flight-deck from the island, from where aircraft movements on deck and in the local skies are controlled






	FONAC

	Flag Officer Naval Air Command – responsible for all shore-based operations of the Fleet Air Arm






	Fox One, Two, Three

	A pilot’s call of ‘Fox One away’ means ‘I have released a head-on missile’. ‘Fox Two’ means a stern missile shot, and ‘Fox Three’ means a guns kill






	Front-line

	Operational as opposed to training or support






	Full braking stop

	A detent in the Harrier’s nozzle quadrant which allows the pilot to place the nozzles forward of the vertical and so provide a braking force on the jet either in flight or on the ground






	Gannet

	Conventional propellor-driven carrier-borne Airborne Early Warning aircraft






	G

	The force of gravity. Referred to in unit form to indicate how much centrifugal force is being experienced by the aircraft and pilot during manoeuvre






	G suit

	A special inflatable garment which fits tightly around the pilot’s stomach and legs. When the pilot is pulling G in a tight manoeuvre, the vertical forces in his body tend to prevent a normal supply of blood to the brain. If nothing is done, the pilot then blacks out. The G suit inflates when the aircraft is under G squeezing the abdomen and legs and preventing blood pooling in that area, thus sustaining an adequate supply to the brain






	Goofers

	Deck space on a carrier’s island from where ‘goofers’ can ‘goof at interesting events on deck and in the air






	Goon suit

	A rubberised neck-to-toe, water-resistant garment worn by naval aviators when operating in cool/cold climes over a cold sea – an essential safety aid in the Falklands






	Harrier GR

	The RAF Ground-Attack and Reconnaissance






	Mk3

	Harrier. Abbreviated to GR-3






	Hotline gunsight

	The air-to-air gunsight provided to the Sea Harrier HUD by the Smiths Industries Electronics Unit. The computerised display shows the pilot where his cannon shells will go at any moment of firing. It is a state-of-the-art, effective aiming system that can be either manually or radar controlled






	Hover stop

	The detent in the Harrier’s nozzle control quadrant that marks the position of the nozzle control lever when the nozzles are set for hovering. The pilot does not need to look at the quadrant when selecting the hover stop






	HUD

	Head-Up Display. A see-through display directly in front of the pilot upon which flight and weaponry information is projected. This allows the pilot to keep his eyes on the real world outside and, at the same time, to monitor his flight conditions without looking down inside the cockpit, and is a great aid to flight safety and to good weapon delivery






	IFTU

	Intensive Flying Trials Unit: a squadron specially commissioned to evaluate and test a new aircraft and its weapon systems on entry to service. The IFTU’s task also includes developing operational tactics and converting pilots to the new aircraft type






	Instrument flying

	When a pilot uses his flight instruments (artificial horizon, altimeter, air speed indicator, angle of attack indicator, etc.) as his principal reference for controlling his aircraft in flight






	Island (a ship’s)

	The vertical superstructure on the right-hand side of an aircraft-carrier’s deck, housing the ship’s funnels, radar aerials, the bridge, and Flyco






	Jet-borne flight

	Term used to describe VSTOL aircraft when they are in the hover (or close to the hover) and all their weight is being supported by the thrust from the vertical nozzles (as opposed to by the wing)






	‘Judy’

	Fighter pilot intercept jargon. A surface-based Direction Officer may be calling ranges and bearings of the target to the pilot. When the pilot sees the target on his own radar and is happy to take control of the intercept, he calls ‘Judy’






	Laydown

	A type of bombing attack: passing over a target at low level and releasing the bomb at very short range (very accurately). Retard bombs are used for laydown bombing; they have parachute-type airbrakes to slow the flight of the bomb down relative to the aircraft. This allows the aircraft to be well ahead of the bomb when the latter hits the target






	Lepus flare

	A six-million-candlepower flare, dropped or tossed from fast jets to illuminate targets for reconnaissance or night-attack purposes






	Life preserver

	A waistcoat worn by the pilot with an inflatable stole to keep him afloat plus other aids to survival and rescue (light, whistle, heliograph, radio etc.)






	Mach

	Measurement of speed in units of the speed of sound: e.g. Mach 1 = 660 knots; Mach 0.85 = about 550 knots






	Mark I eyeball

	Exaggerative aviation slang for the eyes or eyesight






	Milliradian

	An angular measurement used to set the depression that a pilot needs for a weapon attack. Defined as the angle subtended by one metre at a range of 1000 metres






	Mirage Mks III and V

	French-built, delta-wing, supersonic (Mach 2), single-seat jets. The III is a fighter fitted with a simple air-to-air radar, air-to-air missiles and guns. The V, known as the Dagger, is a fighter-ground variant carrying attack guns and air-to-surface ordnance






	MOD (PE)

	Ministry of Defence (Procurement Executive)






	‘Mother’

	Pilots’ jargon for their aircraft carrier






	NAS

	Naval Air Squadron – as in 801, 820, 800, etc. The ‘8’ depicts a front-line squadron; a ‘7’ depicts a second-line or training squadron, e.g. 700A – the Intensive Flying Trials Squadron. The abbreviation is also used before a place name to indicate a Naval Air Station, as in NAS Yeovilton






	Navhars

	Sea Harrier Navigation Heading Attitude Reference System: a computer-based system of first-generation Inertial Navigation System accuracy which receives its attitude reference from a sophisticated oscillogyro platform. It gives the pilot navigation and attitude information, gives him cues to follow, and can be easily updated by the pilot using radar or visual information. Unlike a back-seater, it doesn’t talk back!






	Navhars destinations

	There are several memory banks in the Navhars which can be programmed with different destinations to suit a pilot’s navigation needs






	‘Nuking’

	As in description of USS Nimitz, which is nuclear powered






	Picket

	A destroyer or frigate placed up-threat of the main body of ships to provide early warning of attack and to contribute to defence in depth with its weapon systems. Beyond air defence pickets would be stationed air defence aircraft, i.e. Sea Harriers on CAP






	Pickle button

	The weapon release button. To pickle is to press the button






	Pole-handier

	Pilot, also referred to as ‘jet jockey’






	Port

	Left






	Position destination marker

	A marker on the radar screen that shows the pilot where his avionics system thinks a particular pre-programmed destination is situate






	Pucara

	Argentine built twin-turbo-prop, twin-seat, heavily armoured, ground-attack aircraft armed with rockets, guns and bombs






	Puffer jet

	Jet exhaust nozzles in the nose, tail and wing tips of the Harrier which allow the pilot to control attitude when in jet-borne flight, e.g. the hover






	QFI

	Qualified Flying Instructor: trained to teach academic flying to student pilots and to monitor non-operational standards and practices in front – and second-line squadrons






	Radar acquisiton cross

	The symbol in the HUD that shows the pilot the point in space that the locked radar is pointing at, e. g. an aircraft, a ship, a school of killer whales, etc.






	Radar pick-up

	A radar contact






	Round-down

	The aft end (back) of an aircraft carrier’s flight-deck. It is rounded down to prevent aircraft on a too low approach catching the edge of the deck with the tail-hook






	Royal Air Force

	Referred to in the text by well known pseudonyms: Crabs, the Light Blue (after the colour of their uniform)






	Rotary wing

	Helicopter






	RP

	Rocket Projectile. Sea Harrier carries pods of thirty-six 2-inch RP for use as an area weapon against thin-skinned targets






	RT

	Radio Transmission: or, simply, the radio






	SAVO

	Staff Aviation Officer: a member of an Admiral’s Staff specially appointed to advise the Admiral on all operational and training aviation matters






	SARBE

	Search And Rescue Beacon: a two way emergency radio transmitter/receiver carried in the pilot’s life preserver






	Sea Harrier SHAR

	Fighter, reconnaissance, strike aircraft. Single-seat, subsonic VSTOL aircraft with all-weather operational capability. The Mark I aircraft as described in this book is armed with Sidewinder air-to-air missiles; 30-mm Aden cannon for air-to-air; bombs; rockets; Lepus flares and, now but not during the war, the Sea Eagle air-to-surface stand-off missile for surface and ground attack. It is nuclear-capable. Its avionic systems are amongst the most modern available and include the highly successful Blue Fox mono-pulse radar. The Mark II aircraft now entering service is fitted with a more sophisticated look-down radar and the Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air Missile (AMRAAM) as well as other weapon systems. Nicknames used for the Sea Harrier throughout the book include SHAR, Sea Jet and Jump Jet






	Senior Observer

	‘Observer’ is the Naval equivalent of the RAF’s ‘Navigator’






	Senior Pilot

	Otherwise known as the SP, Splot or Senior P; second-in-command in a Sea Harrier squadron






	Senior Service

	The Royal Navy






	Shrike missile

	An American missile, based on the Sparrow, which homes on to a radar emitter






	Sidewinder cross

	The symbol in the HUD that tells the pilot where the missile seeker-head is looking






	Sighting angle

	The depression of the pilot’s aiming mark. It differs for every weapon type, every dive angle, every release speed, and has to be calculated by the AWI






	Silent Service

	The Royal Navy






	Six o’clock, the

	The area directly astern of (behind) the aircraft, Twelve o’clock is ahead, three o’clock is right 90°, etc.






	Ski-jump

	The upward curve at the end of the UK carriers’ deck runways which gives the aircraft an upward velocity at launch, allowing it to leave the deck at less than flying speed. Before upward momentum is lost, the aircraft accelerates under its own power to partially wing-borne, partially jet-borne flight. Known as the ‘runway in the sky’, it is probably the easiest way of getting a fast jet airborne






	Sky Hawk

	Also referred to as the A-4. American-built fighter ground-attack aircraft, single-seat, subsonic, no radar, armed with bombs, rockets and guns






	Starboard

	Right






	Super Etendard

	French-built, transonic, single-seat, maritime fighter/surface-attack aircraft fitted with simple air-to-surface radar. Armed with Exocet air-to-surface missile, guns and bombs






	Task Group

	A group of warships, in this case a Carrier Battle Group, subordinate to the command of the Task Force Commander (Admiral Sir John Fieldhouse) and working in parallel with, but without any executive authority over, other ‘groups’ such as the Land Forces (Major-General Jeremy Moore) and the Amphibious Group (Commodore Mike Clapp)






	Topside

	On deck






	Tracer ammunition

	Bullets or shells which are given a special coating that lights up the round in flight. This allows the firer to correct his aim, and it also frightens the pants off the target






	Trade

	A target or targets that the fighter will attempt to intercept






	Transition/ing

	A VSTOL term indicating the period of flight between wing-borne and jet-borne flight, e.g. transitioning to the hover (from jet-borne flight)






	Translating

	Moving the jet sideways in the hover






	‘Type64 warship’

	Jocular term for a combination of two ships, Types 42 and 22, whose defensive weapon systems (Sea Dart and Sea Wolf) complement each other






	Update fix, radar

	To check that the aircraft navigation system is aligned with the real world, the pilot can update his sytem by locking his radar onto a known geographical point feature, the co-ordinates of which have already been programmed into the Navhars. If there is a misalignment, the real world fix can be fed into the system to update it






	Up-threat

	Between the threat and the defended unit(s)






	Vector

	A voice command from surface controllers telling the pilot to turn onto a specific heading






	VSTOL

	Vertical and Short Take-Off and Landing






	VT

	Variable Time, as in a bomb fuse. This misnamed fuse has a proximity sensor which can be set for the bomb to explode at different heights above the ground or sea






	Weapons-tight

	A weapons-readiness state in which no one is allowed to fire at anybody who is not firing at him






	Wing-borne flight

	A term describing VSTOL aircraft in conventional (normal) flight, with the thrust nozzles facing aft (as opposed to vertically down for the hover). The aircraft’s weight is totally supported by lift from the wing






	‘Wings’

	Nickname for Commander (Air), the officer responsible to the Captain for all aspects of aviation on board – the Air Boss






	Your tail is clear

	There is no-one behind you or threatening you from the rear
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Preface


…Very quickly, the Mirage was in Paul’s sights. The Sidewinder growled its acquisition, he pickled on the firing button and called ‘Fox Two away!’


The missile thundered off the rails like an express train and left a brilliant white smoke trail as it curved up towards the heavens, chasing after the Mirage which was now making for the stars, very nose-high. Paul was mesmerised as the angry missile closed with its target. As the Sidewinder made intercept, the Argentine jet exploded in a vivid ball of yellow flames. It broke its back and then disintegrated before its remains twisted their way down to the cloud and sea below.


‘Splash one Mirage!’ called the excited SHAR pilot. Then the incredible moment was over and he looked around hurriedly for his leader and the other Mirage. ‘Where are you, Steve?.’..


It is probably true to say that in the eye of the average beholder, a modern fighter aircraft is nothing more than a noisy beast that can be seen at public air shows. To most laymen a fighter makes a lot of noise, goes fast and turns tight corners to please the crowd. It is also expensive, it fires expensive weapons, and occasionally it crashes.


To the educated military observer it is a sophisticated weapons platform that is there to provide an important contribution to the defence of the country.


But what of the ‘driver’; the pilot?


‘What is it like to be a fighter pilot in the modern world?’


‘What does it take to be a good fighter pilot?’


‘What is it like to be a fighter pilot at war?’


Certain Army ‘wallahs’ are inclined to be astonished when they find out that fighter pilots do indeed drive their own machines. ‘I say, old chap! That’s a bit awf! I don’t know what I’d do without a driver in my tank!’


Thanks to such revered aerobatics teams as the Red Arrows, the Blue Angels and others, it would not be surprising if the majority of the public viewed a fighter pilot as one of those lucky guys who go around in vivid-coloured flying suits having fun as celebrities and doing everything in formation (or nearly everything).


Occasionally, a glimpse of the true fighter world breaks through the razzmatazz, even at an air show. One of the blue-eyed boys makes a mistake that costs him his life; perhaps the lives of others too. The message comes through that it is a dangerous business, and so it is. Formula 1 Grand Prix racing is equally as dangerous and is, perhaps, a reasonable parallel to the art of being a fighter pilot. You have to be at the top of your trade, think fast, react fast and put your machine in the right place at the right time to achieve the desired result. In a Grand Prix that means passing the chequered flag first, and your attempts to do so are constrained by the rules of safety, the car you are driving, the type of track you are on, and your ability to out-perform the opposition.


Your desired result as a fighter pilot may be stated simply as being able to place your fighter aircraft in a position in the sky that allows you to bring your weapons to bear on the opposition without allowing the opposition the same facility. But unlike a Grand Prix driver, you are not constrained by the physical width of the racing track. There is no tarmac road to limit your movements; just a limitless expanse of sky. The laws of physics and aerodynamics, and the hard deck below, are your race track. And these constrain you to work within the limitations of your aircraft and within the rules of flight safety, ensuring survival. You must apply these simple disciplines at all times to your air combat ability and your tactical expertise in order to out-perform the opposition.


Understanding a fighter pilot is almost as simple as that: provided that you have some idea as to what the game of air combat is all about. And provided that you understand that in war and peace there are other constraints on the pilot, such as working in close co-ordination with other fighter pilots and the rest of the defence effort. Most other personnel within the ‘defence effort’ understand what guns, missiles and bombs are. But in a frustratingly naive way, many believe that because fighter pilots have guns, missiles and bombs to use then, QED, they themselves understand fighter aircraft and the fighter pilot’s art. This misconception can and often does cause the fighter pilot great frustration – and it can also place him in considerable danger.


Being a fighter pilot and being able to fly an aircraft are quite definitely not one and the same thing. That would be like comparing Nigel Mansell or Alain Prost with a learner driver who was competent at starting, stopping and driving along a road. And just as Nigel Mansell might make rather a frightening bus driver, so a fighter pilot who couldn’t change his style would not necessarily be the best commercial pilot to have flying you around the world on your holidays. Nor would the best commercial pilot have any chance of acquitting himself well as a fighter pilot, at least not without the right aptitude and an extra three or four years’ training.


All that being said, the story of the air war in the Falklands can only be properly understood if you have some genuine feeling for what it takes to be a fighter pilot and some understanding of the intricacies of the modern air combat scene. This book tries to give you that feeling and understanding (a simple guide to the basics of air combat is provided in Appendix II). It looks into the mind and feelings of a fighter pilot who was fortunate enough to be in the right place at the right time, and was strong enough a character to influence events on the surface as well as in the air.


The book combines a view of air combat with the feelings and experiences of its author prior to and during the war. It doesn’t pull any punches. And it attempts to answer those questions:


‘What is it like to be a fighter pilot in the modern world?’


‘What does it take to be a good fighter pilot?’


‘What is it like to be a fighter pilot at war?’


Sharkey Ward
Marmaris, Turkey, 1992
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New Foreword to 2005 edition


Almost 25 years on from our successful operation in the Falklands, this short foreword makes some additional comments on the air war (to set things straight), looks briefly at the lessons learned from that war and the improvements made – and then addresses how and why we as a nation will probably revert to Third World military status following the planned withdrawal of the Sea Harrier FA2 from service in 2006.


In times of crisis and war, the ultimate success of a campaign depends largely on those in command making proper use of available weapon systems. ‘Might’ does not always succeed if superior capabilities are neither understood nor deployed effectively. In 1982, ‘might’ was undoubtedly with the Argentine – they had approximately 200 aircraft available to deploy against our Task Force. With just 20 Sea Harriers, we were outnumbered by a factor of 10:1. We also had an 8000 mile logistic pipeline and no ‘friendly bases’ available to us south of Ascension Island.


The Argentine had time to prepare for their invasion of the ‘Malvinas’, whereas our Task Group had just 48 hours to ‘get on the road’. The Sea Harrier was still an unknown quantity to most serving Royal Navy personnel. Rear-Admiral ‘Sandy’ Woodward was given command of the Carrier Battle Group and joined us as we travelled south past Gibraltar. Along with his new staff, he had to learn about the battle group’s detailed war-fighting capabilities rapidly before deciding exactly how he was going to recover the Islands.


The Admiral’s flagship was HMS Hermes, an ageing carrier that was large enough to take 12 Sea Harriers. And, like so many around him, Sandy knew little about Sea Harrier’s real capabilities. What he learned, he learned from the Hermes Air Group and its embarked Sea Harrier Squadron, 800.


In sharp contrast to some in the Royal Navy, the Argentine had done their homework on the Sea Harrier. They had followed its development under my command with great interest and knew that as a ‘dog-fighting’ combat aircraft it had no equal. It was based entirely upon this knowledge that they decided how to fight their air war. And their policy of avoiding Sea Harrier at all costs arguably cost them the war (this policy was confirmed by Argentine authorities and pilots post-war).


Neither the Carrier Battle Group nor the Amphibious Group personnel or planners knew about or understood the respect that the Argentine had for the Sea Harrier. I had been very open in pre-war press release statements about Sea Harrier’s excellent combat capabilities but this ‘propaganda’ did not reach (or was ignored by) those in Hermes who were tasking 800 Squadron Sea Harriers during the short campaign. As a result, we had two Sea Harrier air groups ‘down south’ that were employed quite differently and, as is recorded in the text of this book, it was agreed by Hermes that HMS Invincible and my squadron (801) were to take the lead on air defence – whilst the Hermes air group would be biased towards ground/surface attack. Indeed, later, the Admiral formally appointed Invincible as the Anti-Air Warfare Control ship.


With hindsight, it is clear that Hermes took this ‘bias’ to heart, so much so that she appeared to completely ignore the air-defence tasking signals from Invincible that designated Combat Air Patrol (CAP) stations for all Sea Harriers operating from both carriers. These CAP stations formed an ‘up-threat’ barrier through which enemy aircraft would have to pass to ‘get at’ our Forces.


Why was there such a difference in perceived Sea Harrier capability within the Carrier Battle Group? Quite simply, it was because 800 Squadron had not learned how to get the best out of their air-to-air radar and had not learned how to ‘align’ their navigation and weapon system platforms. So, to most personnel in Hermes, the Sea Harrier radar was ‘useless’ and the Sea Harrier navigation system was ‘unreliable/unusable’. This was the message that was given to the Admiral and his staff.


I am now informed by the Admiral that he left the detailed management of the air war to the Hermes’ operations room – whilst he kept an eye on it from the Admiral’s operations room (which looked at all aspects of the war; sub-surface, surface and air). The result of this was that the Flagship’s direction of its own Sea Harriers was largely under the control of Hermes’ aviation personnel – and most of the tasking signals that we received from the Flag were indeed generated by Hermes and not by the Admiral or his personal staff. I therefore apologise to the Admiral for presuming wrongly that the arguably unbalanced and inconsiderate tasking signals that had caused so much difficulty and grief in Invincible prior to and during the conflict came from him. I had presumed to know what was going on in his mind and clearly blamed him and his staff for many of the unnecessary troubles that we in Invincible endured. I was wrong to do so.


The effect of this ‘split’ or ‘inequality’ in Squadron capability and in command awareness of that capability was threefold.


Firstly, it appears that Hermes’ lack of faith in the Blue Fox radar induced a lack of faith in the efficacy of a solid CAP barrier. This was very evident on 4 May when the southerly most CAP station (one of three CAP stations) was ‘purloined’ by Hermes and sent off on ‘a wild goose chase’ looking ‘visually’ for non-existent surface contacts – which contacts could easily have been verified on the Sea Harrier radar from the vicinity of the CAP station. Whilst that CAP was off station, the Étendard came in through the gap and fired the Exocet that sank Sheffield.


Secondly, Hermes’ aircraft were directed to return onboard with no less than about 2000 lbs of fuel remaining (sometimes 2200) – perhaps as a safeguard resulting from their lack of faith in the aircraft’s navigation system. In contrast, my squadron pilots were forbidden (by me) to return onboard with more than 800 lbs of fuel remaining. This was so that we could spend greater time on CAP (at least 20 minutes more per flight) – thereby providing better air defence and better deterrence.


Thirdly, these two factors appear to have combined to persuade Hermes to ignore Invincible’s directions concerning the stationing of CAPs when we were protecting our forces in and around San Carlos Water (there were three CAP stations; north-west, west and south-west of San Carlos). Whilst 801 Sea Harriers were at 250 feet, ‘up-threat’ of San Carlos on their designated CAP station, 800 Squadron Sea Harriers would sit at 20,000 feet over San Carlos – waiting to be called down when the amphibious force was under air attack. On three occasions, this overhead CAP policy cost us dear.


When Coventry was sunk off Pebble Island, the north-west low-level CAP station was supposed to have been ‘filled’ with 800 Squadron Sea Harriers. It was left empty and the now high-level CAP aircraft were called down too late to prevent the death blow being dealt to Coventry. When the brave Ardent suffered her final attack in Falkland Sound, the A-4 Skyhawks came in from the north-west; through the CAP station that had again been left empty by 800 Squadron Sea Harriers. Again, they descended from high level just too late to prevent the execution of the ‘death blow’. When Sir Galahad and Sir Tristram were so terribly mauled, the A-4s came in from the west – directly through the CAP station that had been left empty by 800 Squadron Sea Harriers. Again they descended from overhead to engage the enemy after the ‘death blow’ had been given.


What makes me so sure about the efficacy of our low-level CAP? Official post-war statements by the Argentine told us that ‘all Argentine missions that were confronted by a Sea Harrier CAP were instructed to ditch their weapons and return home’. They further stated that approximately 450 such missions were aborted when the attackers found Sea Harrier ‘in the way’ – and approximately 1800 bombs destined for use against our ships and landing forces were ‘thrown away’ (these are Argentine figures). The only Sea Harrier aircraft flying at low level and deterring such missions were those from Invincible’s 801 Squadron. I would suggest that if we had adopted the high level CAP policy of Hermes, more ships would have been lost and what turned out to be a final victory could easily have been transformed into dismal failure and defeat.


Having ‘won the war’, what air-defence lessons were learned? The Sea Harrier needed a much better radar – one that could look down over land or sea and detect very small, fast, highly manoeuvrable targets at long range. It needed a missile that could be fired against and destroy such targets at long range (beyond visual range). Further, our Battle Groups needed an organic Airborne Early Warning capability.


This heralded the birth of the ‘Mark 2’ Sea Harrier: Sea Harrier Fighter Attack 2 (FA2). As the Air Warfare Adviser to the Naval Staff from 1983 to 1985 and later as a consultant, I was fully involved in the design of the new aircraft weapon system and radar. Ferranti’s Blue Vixen radar (developed specially for the Sea Harrier FA2 and also acting as a forerunner for the Euro-Fighter radar) is probably the most sophisticated and capable, electronically agile, air-to-air radar of its size in the world. It is perfectly harmonised with the needs of the Advanced Medium Range Air-to-Air Missile (AMRAAM) – and is the only aircraft in service in the world that can boast this fact (including American jets). The FA2 is acknowledged by military experts and units throughout Europe and the USA (e.g. US Marine Corps, USAF, US Navy) as the most capable air-to-air fighter/interceptor in Europe. It must also be said, for the record, that the AIM-120 AMRAAM missile has had extraordinary success during its 1500 trial firings and during active operations in the Gulf and in Bosnia. Its actual operational usage shows a probability of kill (PK) as near to 100 per cent as one can get. All of this makes the Sea Harrier FA2 one of the most formidable area air-defence platforms in the world. And it must be noted that it is the only British Fighter flying today that has a full operational capability against the modern threat – sea-skimming missiles, et al.1


With the FA2, our Fleet and Expeditionary (Joint) Task Forces enjoy:




	superlative, long range, over-the-horizon surveillance; complementing and expanding upon the information provided by the Sea King Mk 7 Airborne Early Warning (AEW) helicopter


	the inherent2 ability to detect, intercept and destroy all primary air threats at long range from the Fleet


	the ability rapidly to establish air superiority over an extended beachhead operations zone


	a true airspace denial capability


	the ability to ‘take out’ any air threat whether Fixed Wing or Helicopter that threatens either our ships at sea or our ground forces on land


	the ability to conduct long range, radar-based Recce, Surface Search and Probe missions to find and ‘take out’ surface threats (e.g. missile-launching FPBs) with bombs/guns well before the latter get close to the Fleet





In the Falklands context, one or two FA2s on CAP would have provided complete air superiority and air-space denial. There could well have been no ship losses from air attack by A-4s or Étendards. Over land, the Argentine would have been unable to operate any form of flying vehicle without severe risk of immediate detection, interception and destruction.


Picture now, if you can, another Falklands ‘confrontation’ or any serious confrontation between us ‘Brits’ and any other nation. With the FA2, we have the ‘Task Force Enabler’. Air defence and air superiority is assured. It is a ‘First Echelon’3 weapons platform that is organic to the Task Force.


But soon there will be no FA2. Early in 2002, the Government announced that Sea Harrier would be withdrawn from service in 2006 – and that its capability would be replaced by an aircraft that has no air-to-air (air defence) capability: no radar; no AMRAAM missile; no very long range, over-the-horizon surveillance capability. This aircraft is the RAF Harrier GR7/9 – and it is definitely not a ‘force enabler’.


This appallingly short-sighted decision was seriously questioned by the House of Commons Defence Select Committee but, on 8 May 2002, they were adamantly informed by Lord Bach (Minister of State) supported by Air Marshal Sir Jock Stirrup (representing the Ministry of Defence) that:


Clearly Sea Harrier provided a useful defence against attacking aircraft, but in general terms it offers no protection against sea-skimming missiles launched from ships, from submarines, from land or from aircraft standing off from distance and that is something that those who attack this decision have never tried to answer. The real issue here is that Sea Harrier does not help against sea-skimming missiles from wherever they are launched.


Nothing could be further from the truth!


It is the only UK weapon system that is capable of detecting, intercepting and destroying modern sea-skimming missiles. Without it we cannot defend or, indeed, successfully mount any independent expeditionary Task Force – and it follows that we can no longer be considered a world military power. As a result, the Government’s Strategic Defence Policy will lie in tatters.


I trust that you have understood from the above that Lord Bach’s statement to the House of Commons Defence Select Committee failed to recognise the real operational capability of the Sea Harrier FA2 against the prime threat – which is advanced sea-skimming missiles. When you read this book, you might bear in mind this confusing remark and consider what the real implications are of withdrawing the Sea Harrier from service before a replacement is available.


Whilst the gap in fleet capability left by the FA2 withdrawal is an appalling reality to the Navy, its consequential limitations on policy must be properly and fully understood by the people most likely to commit our maritime forces to battle – the politicians. At the same time, our Chiefs of Staff must be prepared to stand up and advise knowledgeably and impartially on the feasibility or, just as likely, the lack of feasibility of a maritime operation when political push comes to professional shove.


When this ‘nightmare’ comes to an end, if we are really persistent and determined, and perhaps by 2014 with the introduction of the new carriers and the F-35 fighter, we shall need to re-create the naval fixed-wing air branch as an integral part of the total maritime weapons system. Meanwhile, we should do everything possible to keep the skills we still have in fixed-wing maritime air alive through to the arrival of their true replacements with the first new carrier.


I wish to sincerely thank Admiral Sir John Woodward GBE KCB, Brigadier Julian Thompson CB OBE Royal Marines and Commodore Michael Clapp CB for their genuine interest in and regard for getting the Falklands air-war record straight – and for their professional input to this foreword. They have kindly provided the following words:


Admiral Sir John Woodward GBE KCB,


Commander of the Falklands Carrier Battle Group:


‘Maverick’ he may have been, I know he enjoys the description, but if I were able to change anything in Sharkey’s book, it would be to say that the short but complimentary quote of his captain, J.J. Black,* saying ‘he made a significant personal contribution† to the defeat of the enemy’ greatly understated Sharkey’s contribution. And if I were to add anything in the way of general comment on Sea Harrier performance in 1982, it would be to say ‘Land forces usually claim that they are the only people who can win wars, but without the Sea Harriers, the land forces wouldn’t have even have been given a chance to win the land battle in 1982’.


Brigadier Julian Thompson CB OBE Royal Marines,


Brigadier commanding 3 Commando Brigade,


Falklands:


Sharkey Ward’s book will come as a revelation to anyone who thinks that a fighter pilot’s prelude to battle is a matter of kicking the tyres, lighting the fires and heading for the wide blue yonder. Painstaking preparation of his squadron, superlative personal flying skills and a determination to engage the enemy more closely, made Sharkey Ward a fighter leader in the mould of Bader, Johnson, Ball, and others in the past. To those of us who day after day watched the air attacks on the ships in San Carlos, the best news was the number of Argentine aircraft splashed after each raid. As the Sea Harriers whittled down the enemy, so our admiration for the Fleet Air Arm increased. Without them we would not have won.


Commodore Michael Clapp CB, Commander


Amphibious Forces, Falklands:


To me, from the start, our survival and overall success depended almost entirely on the Sea Harriers. We did what we could with point defence and close range weapons but that was terrifyingly little.


 


 


 


 


1 The Blue Vixen/AMRAAM weapon system was designed specifically to be able to ‘take out’ these modern threats to our Fleet – and is highly capable of doing so.


2 Based on AMRAAM trials, war rounds and Sea Harrier/AMRAAM trials.


3 Briefly, continuously available to the Task Force command and requiring no pre-positioning of assets or special logistic support.


* Later, Admiral Sir Jeremy Black, KCB DSO MBE





Prologue



When you arrive at Dartmouth Royal Naval College as a raw officer cadet, you are told by a pompous, somewhat subhuman apparition in uniform with an over-used tongue in his cheek that, ‘The ideal Naval Awficer Cadet only has ’alf a brain! The other ’alf gets filled in by us! Ho, ho, ho!’ Standing there amidst ranks of equally bewildered and apprehensive young men (all dressed as though they were auditioning for a gendeman’s tailor’s advert) I didn’t really have a clue what the Petty Officer Gunnery Instructor was trying to say.


Looking back on my time in the Senior Service, I sometimes wonder whether the purveyor of such wisdom was correct. After a few years of toeing the line and getting to know how the system worked, the longer I served the more difficult I found it to conform to the ‘accepted’ way of getting on. That could be because I had less than half a brain at the start and the Service didn’t manage to fill the vacuum entirely; or, biased as I am, I believe the real reason I became, in some people’s eyes, a ‘bit of a maverick’ was that I already had a full brain cavity. My ability and desire to question the order of things, and to try to remain my own man, proved to be unusual and was not the best way to climb the promotion ladder, particularly in the Silent Service. But even with the balance that comes with advancing years and the benefit of hindsight, there are few things that I would change if I had to run the same course again. I might indeed be less tolerant of fools than in Round One. But that might well have denied me the opportunity of a lifetime, and I would much prefer to retain the satisfaction of looking back at a war well fought than at a second Court Martial well lost. (My first and only Court Martial resulted from a pleasant couple of hours’ beating-up the beaches of Cornwall, Devon and Somerset.)


The ‘war’ I refer to is the South Atlantic affray in 1982, when Britain sent a major Task Force 7,000 miles to the Falklands to recover the islands from General Galtieri’s force of occupation. It was a brave and an honest decision by Britain’s first woman Prime Minister, and it was taken in the face of general opposition from world opinion.


Looking back over the years, it almost appears as if the United Nations lacked integrity in its attitude to the British initiative. There was little support for our sabre rattling. After all, the Falklands was only a small outpost of the long-dead British Empire, and was inhabited by little more than a few million sheep and 1,800 mainly Cornish expatriates. The fact that these hardy people who originated from Britain wished to remain firmly under the Union Jack and pay allegiance to the Queen was not considered very relevant in UN Headquarters, nor was the fact that Galtieri’s sins at the helm of a police state were about to come home to roost, and that he wished to divert the minds of the Argentinian people away from home troubles. Invading the Falklands – or ‘the Malvinas’, as Buenos Aires would have them called – gave the Argentinian people a cause célébre, and the majority were soon happily immersed in a nationalistic crusade to liberate the islands, quickly forgetting Galtieri’s track record at home.


Come 1990 and Saddam Hussein’s invasion of Kuwait, the United Nations suddenly came alive. How terrible that this important Emirate should be annexed by Big Brother Iraq! Old chap, we really cannot allow this to happen in the modern world! World opinion spoke with one voice against the invader, although not because of any altruistic feeling of sympathy from members of the UN; it was because of commercial and economic necessity. If Saddam took Kuwait and was allowed to get away with it, then Saudi Arabia would be next. And what would happen to everyone’s economic future with a madman controlling the most important oil fields in the world? But what a pity that even such an august and revered body as the UN should be seen to adapt its principles in less than a decade to suit its own ends. Wrong had been done in 1982 but all the boys at the club had turned a blind eye; all, that is, except for three nations.


New Zealand showed no malice about being kicked in the fork when Britain joined the Common Market. Instead, her erstwhile Prime Minister offered physical military aid in the form of a fully manned frigate ready for war. It was the only such offer from any of our Commonwealth brothers.


The United States had to play politics in her approach to ‘her oldest ally’s problem’ but, under the discreet and capable helmsmanship of Casper Weinberger, provided the UK with strong moral backing and considerable under-the-table support. Sadly, it was on the same sort of terms as the assistance rendered in the two world wars: ‘We’ll help you, but you have to pay!’ Suddenly the price of US weaponry doubled. But what can you do when you are out on a limb and you need a friend’s help? All you can do is pay up and shut up.


The third UN club member to show great interest was the then-Great Russian Bear. Here was a member of NATO sticking its neck out on a seemingly impossible task. Would Britain get smacked, as the majority of the world thought? Or would it come up smelling of victory and roses? There was no doubt that, for the Moscow audience, watching the UK Task Force’s progress was going to be better than viewing any imported soap opera.


With the Prime Minister’s announcement on 2 April 1982 that we would fight to regain the Falklands, patriotism and jingoism returned to the British countryside, and a great debate began on television as to who was going to win and what the odds were against success. The pundits kept on coming back to one very valid point: what is the Task Force going to do for air defence? The surface and sub-surface threat was pretty well catered for, but what could a handful of Sea Harriers do against up to 200 Argentinian military aircraft? There were Mirage IIIs and Vs (faster than the jump jet, and they could pull more ‘G’ as well), Navy Sky Hawk A-4s, Etendards armed with Exocet, Pucaras, and many more. It was a valid question and it was up to me as the senior figure in the Sea Harrier world to help answer it with actions – and successful ones, at that.


In order to give the reader a better feel for ‘what it was like during the war’, and before attempting to recall the excitement of the action, it is worth reviewing certain events and episodes in my own Royal Navy Fleet Air Arm experience, as an aid to understanding the attitude of mind of the Navy fighter pilots as they set off south for war.


It is also important to understand that, although being a true fighter pilot is a vocation and demands 100 per cent dedication and application, each pilot is an individual with his own special view on events, on life and on death. Each has his fears and aspirations, his family and his responsibilities, and all the boys heading south had been spawned (or at least grew up) in years of peace and stability. For some, going to war was a shock; for others it was a dream come true. The latter was the case as far as I was concerned.


Now to the story I want to tell. I tell it as I saw it. If my perception does not accord with other commentaries on the war, then readers will have to judge the validity of my opinions in the light of their own experience and the experience of other authors. What I am about to relate are the facts as I saw them. My story gives away no state secrets about Sea Harrier or other weapon platforms, but it does present the truth in a way that has not been published to date.





Part I




THE LEAD UP TO SAILING SOUTH WITH THE CARRIER TASK GROUP






1



It was 1982 and the new year had dawned, the stormy sea and sky were painted warship grey by day, and the outside air temperature was low enough to freeze the proverbials off a monkey. I and my Sea Harrier squadron were embarked in HMS Invincible off the coast of Norway and, in spite of the chillingly unfriendly weather, NATO Exercise ‘Alloy Express’ was going well.


Since mid-1981, when the squadron was commissioned, 801 Squadron had already operated with the American Fleet in the Atlantic and had also visited the US Navy in Norfolk, Virginia. Our new aircraft had proved itself to be a reliable and effective fleet defence all-weather fighter by day and night, but was now being asked to operate in conditions that prevented even the mighty USS Nimitz from conducting flying operations. Whether ‘nuking’ her bulk through the ocean at more than 40 knots or, as she was now, pitching like a bitch as she battled with the elements, she was a magnificent sight. And, as the American admirals would say, come hell or high water, if she needed to launch her 100-plus air group in earnest then she would. Getting the jets back on board would not be so easy but her devastating offensive punch would have been delivered against the Soviets on cue, and that is what mattered to NATO.


Exercises such as ‘Alloy Express’ were realistic enough, but when the weather deteriorated beyond reason in peacetime there was little sense even for Nimitz to risk losing half an air group by operating beyond the limits of prudence. The smaller, graceful Invincible seemed almost like a destroyer escort beside the mammoth US carrier, but rode the sea better and had a fighter on board that could be pushed harder when it came to bad weather.


It had been easy enough launching the Sea Harrier (SHAR) from the deck when the British carrier was hiding in the calm of the Norwegian fjords, where no other fixed-wing jet could think of taking off or landing. Indeed, it had been a lot of fun playing with the ‘enemy’ Fast Patrol Boats that attempted to attack Invincible with torpedoes. As soon as the tiny boats had run in for their attack and were sighted rounding the immense buttresses that formed the sides of the narrow waterway, it had meant a rapid scramble for the ‘alert’ SHAR pilot to get airborne from the ‘ski-jump’, haul-arse the little jet round towards the FPB targets, simulate arming the Aden cannon and then beat seven bells of hell out of the appreciative Norwegian sailors (passing only feet over their heads at 500 knots plus): a quick professional kill within minutes of the threat being observed and well before the FPBs came into torpedo range.


Out in the North Norwegian Sea it was a very different game. The threat was ‘round the clock’ from regiments of Soviet bombers carrying air-to-surface missiles, and the calm of the fjords was replaced by continuous gale-force winds, a heavy sea and, on occasion, solid cloud from 200 feet to more than 30,000 feet.


On first going to sea in July 1981, the 801 Squadron remit was to prove the Sea Harrier and its full radar and weapon system under operational conditions, and there was no one on earth keener to do this than myself, the Squadron Commanding Officer. (Proving the aircraft under operational conditions meant carrying out a full investigation into its capabilities. Was it the right aircraft for the job? How good was it at that job?) The SHAR was my personal protege, my baby, and had been since the jet entered service in 1979. I had a great team working for me and together we had already shown the military world that the little jump jet could always equal and often surpass the capability of other more recognised fighters, particularly in fighter combat and also when conventional naval aircraft found the weather conditions too tough to handle. ‘Alloy Express’ afforded the opportunity to test the aircraft and its pilots in the most atrocious conditions.


Certain limits had been placed on the operation of the SHAR aircraft by the Test Pilot Establishment at Boscombe Down: limits in ship movement (pitch, roll and heave), and in weather. These very conservative constraints had long been forgotten as the squadron’s enthusiasm to prove a point had prevailed. My own attitude to the task had also become infectious to a degree where the flying boss on board the ship, Dusty Milner, was still pressing the squadron to fly at night when the conditions were well ‘over the top’; or in squadron pilots’ eyes, near-suicidal.


‘Come on now, Sharkey! You’ve flown in conditions as bad as this before. What’s the problem? Is 801 losing its bottle?’


It was not really the best way of persuading me to accede. The one thing that my pilots didn’t lack was bottle. Who else in peacetime would fly a single-engined jet 300 nautical miles or more away from a carrier in bad weather over a freezing sea, with little hope of a timely rescue if you went down?


‘The problem, Sir,’ heavy emphasis on the ‘Sir’ bit even though Dusty and I were on first-name terms when off duty, ‘is as follows: the deck is pitching 7° and our theoretical Boscombe Down limit is 2°; the ship is rolling like a pig; she is heaving up and down about 30 feet; the cloud base is reported to be 200 feet but looks worse to me; tops are reported to be in excess of 38,000 feet with no gaps; and last but not least we are talking of night flying! We have never operated before with such a combination of out-of-limit factors, and I don’t wish to push our luck without good reason.’ It was the last statement that represented the real reason for not wishing to fly. There would be no ‘enemy’ aircraft launching from shore to attack the fleet that night (the land-based RAF team who were playing at being ‘orange forces’ or Russians would never dream of taking off in such weather just to play with the Navy) – so why bash your head against a brick wall if you don’t need to? Night flying was fine when there was something to do. But sitting in a cramped cockpit on your tod, looking at a set of flight instruments and a blank radar screen for an hour and a half in thick clag with no one to play with, seemed pointless.
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