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This book is dedicated to all who have served or were attached to the Airborne Forces and in particular those who stand proud in Valhalla. 

Unus pro omnibus, omnes pro uno.


THE PEGASUS ETHOS

As British Airborne soldiers we place the mission, and our comrades, before ourselves. Our bravery is founded upon determination, endurance, and selflessness. We are supremely disciplined and that discipline is primarily self-imposed. We take pride in being part of an elite, and we understand our responsibility to strive for the highest standards of achievement, turnout and attitude. We wear Pegasus with humility, recognising our obligation never to demean or diminish the value of others. We are a compassionate friend, but a ferocious enemy. In battle, in barracks, and at home, we always do the right thing.


PREFACE

The Paras: The Falklands to Today is based on interviews with those who have served or are still serving with the Parachute Regiment in 1, 2, 3, 4 or 10 Para, as well as men of the Pathfinder Platoon. It also contains interviews with members of the Royal Army Medical Corps who have worked closely and saved so many soldiers of the Parachute Regiment.

Like Men of the Red Beret, written in 1987, I have not set out to write the history of the Regiment; rather I have sought to capture something of the spirit of these men and those who have served alongside them. The majority of the accounts have come from personal interviews or from accounts sent to me, then edited and returned to be checked. Wherever possible, the historical accuracy of these accounts has been verified, but errors of time, places and names may still be present. Apart from the occasional interlinking sentence or minor grammatical changes, these accounts are entirely in their own words. The rank given at the start of each of account is the one held at the time. For reasons of security, a small number have only their rank and not their name before their account.

There is a brief historical outline to all the operations in which the Regiment has been deployed and what follows are personal accounts beginning with the Falklands Campaign and ending in the long-fought war in Afghanistan. Each account is a chapter in itself, a chapter in the life of the person who related it. I have arranged these accounts within the context of the operation in which he or she was involved and because these are personal accounts, not cold history, the order will undoubtedly be imperfect. Many go into great detail, while others select the most affecting moments.

Throughout the writing of this book it has been my privilege to meet so many brave men of the Parachute Regiment and I believe that their words not only provide a unique chronicle of an elite force in action, but also illustrate their inimitable and indomitable character, as well as their remarkable humour in the grimmest of circumstances.

These are their words – I have been but a catalyst.

Max Arthur

London

September 2017

Further information can be found on www.paradata.org.uk

or www.army.mod.uk/infantry/regiments.


INTRODUCTION

War and conflict has an enduring nature but a changing character, unique to each period of warfare. Since the publication of Men of the Red Beret in 1990 (on the occasion on the fiftieth anniversary of Churchill’s call on 22 June 1940 for 5,000 parachute troops), much has changed: there are now five domains of war: cyber and space have been added to the land, sea and air environments. The weapons have changed, but at its heart, war remains a clash of wills, where sheer bloody-mindedness to prevail – or die trying – remains as relevant today as it was at the pass of Thermopylae with a few hundred Spartans.

Airborne Forces may not lie in a direct lineage from Leonidas, but many within this particular brotherhood would believe that they are. I believe them, for they are of the same unshakeable spirit and warrior culture. It is primary group cohesion that keeps men fighting long after they should. This was evident in those who fought at Arnhem. The United States Liaison Officer with 1st Airborne Division said, ‘I saw men who were hungry, exhausted, hopelessly outnumbered, men who by all the rules of war should have gladly surrendered to have it all over with, who were shelled until they were hopeless psychopaths; and through it all they laughed, sang and died, and kept fighting.’ That remains true today. A key variable will always be ‘how will people fight’ and ‘how well will people fight’. The concept of group success potentially at an individual’s expense is largely alien in modern society. It is not for those who via the challenges of Pre-Parachute Selection – P Company – serve in Airborne Forces. Success of the group is more important than the individual.

Many of the more recent campaigns, such as Iraq and Afghanistan, were fought in an arena where the absence of a clear mission and end state meant that it was hard to find a purpose for which the Toms (privates) might willingly sacrifice themselves for an uncertain mission and unifying purpose. That unifying purpose became each other. As always, ‘matehood’ meant that Airborne Forces fought for what they have always fought for – each other. No one wanted to let their ‘mucker’ on their left or right flank down. None did.

The period since 1990 has been a period of intense operational tempo. Airborne Forces continued to provide support to Northern Ireland almost to the end of the normalisation period in 2007. Other campaigns and deployments took Operation Banner’s place. Kosovo, Macedonia, Sierra Leone, Iraq and Afghanistan have provided the backdrop to the bemedalled chest we see on the current generation. This book tells the tale of these medalled men with the same fortitude, good humour and resilience that was the mark of the men who came before.

What has not changed is the quality of the soldier. The Airborne soldier has never been bewildered for long in a fight with our enemies where our collective experiences have given us ‘riotous excursions with privileged glimpses into the human heart’. When the time came for deployment on each occasion, we never feared the enemy. Every Tom, NCO and officer feared only that he might somehow disappoint those who preceded him. It never happened.

We serve in an elite that has always stood shoulder to shoulder with each other with a clear understanding that our job is to fight, and to fight well. If you think you are second best, you are. Airborne Forces have never suffered from that lack of self-confidence: ‘knowledge dispels fear’ as the motto of the Parachute Training School tells us, and each red-bereted member has always had the knowledge that he is part of a brand of excellence.

This excellence is reflected in the honours and awards given to the men of Airborne Forces. Men of the Red Beret concluded with the award of two Victoria Crosses for Lieutenant Colonel H. Jones of 2 Para and Sergeant Ian Mackay of 3 Para in the Falklands campaign. The modern generation of Airborne soldiers took up the baton, and that ‘golden thread’ continues in this volume with the award of the nation’s highest honour ‘for gallantry’ to Corporal Bryan Budd and Lance Corporal Josh Leakey. Neither would see himself as a man apart; merely part of that extraordinary ‘band of brothers’ that is marked by those who wear the red beret. Every man remains, in Montgomery’s famous words, ‘an emperor’.

I was privileged to serve in this modern era of the Airborne soldier for thirty-three years. It was too short, for every day with these men of action and thought was an honour. In the formalities of military hierarchies, they often saluted me; it is now my time to salute them. I gladly do so.

Major General Chip Chapman, 2017


1

THE FALKLANDS

1982

Operation Corporate

On 2 April 1982, Argentina invaded Port Stanley, the capital of the Falkland Islands Dependencies. With only about eighty marines for defence, the islands and South Georgia were quickly overrun. A British Task Force was rapidly gathered to retake the islands. At this time, the 3rd Battalion was the spearhead battalion, and they were attached to 3 Commando Brigade Royal Marines, leaving the UK on 9 April on SS Canberra. The 2nd Battalion were also stood to, and departed on 26 April on MV Norland. During the long voyage south, both battalions carried out intensive training.

On the night of 21 May, 3 Commando Brigade Royal Marines went ashore at Ajax Bay. The 2nd Battalion established itself on Sussex Mountain, protecting the south of the bridgehead without opposition, and the 3rd Battalion landed in the north, near Port San Carlos. On 26 May, the 2nd Battalion was ordered to move south and engage the Argentinians on the Darwin/Goose Green Peninsula. The attack began during the early hours of 28 May with naval and artillery support. At daylight, however, it was held up by strong enemy defensive positions near Darwin, and the CO and adjutant were killed trying to take out a machine-gun post. The assault continued and by last light the whole peninsula, less the Goose Green Settlement, was taken. Negotiations with the Argentinians produced their surrender the next day. It is estimated over 1,200 Argentinian prisoners were taken and fifty-six killed.

Mount Longdon was attacked by the 3rd Battalion during the night of 11 June. The enemy were well dug in and prepared and it was only after ten hours of fighting that the 3rd Battalion secured the objective. They then held it for forty-eight hours under intense and accurate artillery fire.

On the night of 13 June, the 2nd Battalion passed behind the 3rd Battalion and attacked Wireless Ridge. This again was secured by first light and shortly afterwards, the enemy resistance collapsed. Both battalions followed up and were the first troops to enter Port Stanley. In all, forty-two men of the airborne forces were killed in the Campaign, including three personnel on attachment.

Goose Green

Major John Crosland, 2 Para

After we had been on the Norland for four or five days, I got the Toms together and told them what my thoughts were – that we were going to war! The reason I felt that was that Margaret, who is a very determined lady, had set the ground rules very early on. She had said she wouldn’t negotiate until the Argentinians had left, and having been involved in the Iranian Embassy siege in London in 1980, I knew her thinking, because she’d set the ground rules there.

We had about three weeks before landing, in which we could concentrate on one solid objective – training for war. We’d never had a period like this since Borneo, which was fourteen years ago. I could really concentrate the Toms’ minds, because there were no outside imbuggerancies like duties and guards and everything else.

Fortunately, I’d given a lot of thought to the psychological preparation and battlefield stress, based around Lord Moran’s book, The Anatomy of Courage. I’d also had previous experience in Northern Ireland and with the SAS in Oman.

Northern Ireland had its very violent periods and some prolonged operations, but none with the full orchestration of war. There were shooting engagements, but you can’t compare those to a full-scale battle. The Toms in my company hadn’t heard the noise of a sustained battle, or felt the intense loneliness and fear that results from such an experience. I was fortunate to have had that experience, so spent a lot of time talking to my company, to the officers and NCOs, taking them through a scenario which was to prove close to the reality of the battles that were to come.

The one thing I had to impress on my soldiers was that the Northern Ireland image of a casualty halting an operation wasn’t going to happen in the Falklands. We had an objective to take, so whoever got bowled over had to administer their own first aid and look after themselves. Then, once we’d secured our objective, we’d come back and sort out the casualties. So, for ten days, the highly professional medical people in the FSTs (Field Surgical Teams) put the Toms through an intensive medical cadre on life-saving, first aid, gunshot wounds, tears, rips and all the rest of it.

At the end of it, they could take blood, put in drips and repair all manner of wounds very efficiently. Because I’d instilled in them that we were going to war, they didn’t play at it – they were totally committed. This was going to be the most frightening thing they had ever come across in their lives, but they’d have to get over that and get on and do their job. In their training, I’d tried to instil in them the need to be aggressive, because I don’t think people understand the amount of violence that’s got to be generated to impress your point of view on somebody who’s equally keen to impress his view on you.

The opposition would be a regular army with conscripts, so if we made our presence felt initially, they might just crack. This proved correct, because at Goose Green we not only beat them physically, but psychologically. So from then on (although there were severe battles in the mountains), they never counter-attacked, yet they had the troops, ammunition and logistics. In the first encounter at Goose Green, we’d given them what’s called a classic Parachute Regiment punch-up – a gutter fight – but then our blokes are bloody good at that, probably the best in the world. Some of the rumours about the Argentinians being ill-equipped, underfed and lacking ammunition were just not true. I mean, our blokes were amazed at what we found around the place. With our calibre of blokes in those positions, it would have been Crete all over again, and we would have wiped anyone out.

We landed on 21 May, and had five or six days of bad weather until we moved off from Sussex Mountains towards Goose Green. Our first scheduled attack on Goose Green was cancelled. We moved off again on the 26th/27th towards Camilla Creek House. On that march down, which was a four- or five-hour trog, we were carrying a lot of weight on our backs, but at least the Toms were on the move. There were various shell holes on the way, and I remember some of the younger ones asking what they were. I said, ‘Well, they’re not moles!’

What I was trying to get them to do was to look for signs. I’d seen shell holes before and pointed out some that were fresh and had obviously been made that night, because there was ice on the others. The blokes then started to become attuned to what to look for and what the signs meant. I also told them to listen carefully so they would tune their ears to the incoming artillery fire. They could hear the guns firing and the whistle – and they were all going down a bit bloody quick. So I explained that the shots that they’d just heard were well over to our east, but it was the first time they’d heard it, and as it was coming vaguely towards them, they were obviously very wary. So I really had to orchestrate their ears.

The one thing I stressed was, ‘You will get artillery and mortar fire against you, but you’ve got to maintain your momentum – I may not be there – you may lose your section commanders or senior soldiers, but someone’s got to keep it going. That’s what it’s all about. You may be on your own, isolated and feeling afraid – but you must keep thinking, because if you don’t think, you’ll get killed.’

We stayed at Camilla Creek House for a while. While we were there, a breach of security happened when, for some inexplicable reason, the BBC World Service told the world and his wife where we were. That involved four hundred of the enemy being flown in and positions being turned round to meet our likely advance. A fairly stressful time, especially as H (Lieutenant Colonel H. Jones) had already told us that we were going into action against odds of two to one; these were already sporting odds, so we didn’t need them increased!

We were fairly well forward of our own defensive position and well in range of enemy artillery and their air recce, facing a garrison which was fairly well equipped. H had an O Group and I got back to give my orders just after last light. I sat facing my company O Group, three young platoon commanders: the eldest could only have been in the army for a year and a bit, and the youngest had only been with me since January of that year, so for them it was a big occasion. My three platoon sergeants were not that experienced either, so it was not the best time to start giving out orders or talking about hundreds of the enemy. But one had to be fairly blunt about things. I told them that the training we had done before was all part of the great maxim that in peace we were training for war. We had trained aggressively and realistically and now we were at war.

I went through our battle plan of what I wanted them to do: how we were going to get on with it; how they would do their job in controlling their platoons and sections; how I would keep the direction with the forward observation officer. I then talked about keeping the supporting fire moving ahead, casualty procedure and prisoners of war. We’d been put on the west side to blockbust down towards Boca House. H’s plan was for a six-phase day/night or night/day silent/noisy attack. H knew well that B Company was a fairly aggressive company, because that’s the way I had trained them, and they had confidence in their own ability. I knew that we’d been put on a side that had a fair amount of problems. So we knew we were in for a hard slog and that time was precious. I told them that we must get on, that we were not interested in capturing hundreds of dagos – someone else could do that. What I wanted to do was go through position after position after position and keep battering away at them. Finally, I said to them, ‘These people have nicked our islands – we’re going to make them wish they had never heard of the Falkland Islands.’

Later we moved to the forming-up point at the neck of the isthmus leading down to Goose Green. A Company had to swing round to the east in order to take out Burntside House before the whole battalion could move straight down. If we hadn’t done that, we would have been hitting one another with crossfire. So we moved into position and just lay down in our assault formations. The blokes lit cigarettes and we listened to the night noises of HMS Arrow, which was firing away, but unfortunately a mechanical problem nullified her very impressive fire support, which later we were to rue.

A Company started to make their attack, and although there were shells coming over, they caused few problems. Slowly my lads started to get attuned, but there was a tension around because we knew from our own patrols that facing us, about 400 or 500 yards away, there was an enemy company defensive position with a machine gun.

In support for the attack we had three light guns based at Camilla Creek House, which were firing ahead of us. We only had very limited helicopter lift to come forward with the small amount of ammunition that we had. The support boys carried forward two mortars with ammunition. A normal battalion would have six or eight, but we had only two. However, we did have six detachments of Milans, and we also had six heavy machine guns. We had, of course, expected HMS Arrow to be the main thrust of our artillery attack.

It was such an awful night in terms of the weather that one of our problems was actually being able to see what we were coming into. Although it was dark, raining and even snowing at times, the Toms got accustomed to it. At least they’d had some experience of night fighting during the previous November while carrying out exercises in Kenya.

The one thing I’d learnt in the Middle East was to keep the momentum going – if you stopped on a position, you got hammered. So all through the night we kept crashing on. Their artillery, which was generally well orchestrated, had a job to find us. When we did stop, because we got disorganised or came across a position we didn’t know about, the enemy rearranged their artillery to fire back on us. What saved us in these situations was that the ground was very soft and a lot of shells ploughed in or blew up the peat. If it had been a very hard surface, I think the casualties on both sides would have been far worse.

The company killed its first Argentinian about three minutes after the start. This thing actually arose from a trench, in a helmet and poncho; there was no face, just a helmet and poncho. We challenged him twice and nothing happened. The third time, his hands moved and two of my machine-gunners and two riflemen opened up and, rather naturally, this bloke fell over. So that was a release of tension; we knew our weapons worked. As they say in the vernacular, ‘Targets scream when hit.’ Like the first punch from a boxer or the first run for a batsman, we’d played it and hit home.

That night, in the aggressive trench-to-trench action, we had them all over the place, and we didn’t sustain any casualties in my company. We had to fight at really close quarters for four or five hours, which showed our soldiers’ durability and stamina; certainly their aggressive, hard training paid off. I think we had, without blowing one’s own trumpet, the most problems to overcome, but we kept moving in a classic formation of two platoons up and one platoon back. A Company was on our left and we couldn’t link in with them, so it wasn’t a classic two-company move, which we achieved later at Wireless Ridge. Many of the actions were led by young NCOs, senior soldiers and young soldiers. I think the little black woollen hat I wore throughout the campaign helped the Toms to identify me, and I’m sure they thought, if that stupid bugger’s still running around with that hat on, it can’t be that bad.

Come the dawn, we were out of the driving seat. We’d come up against the main defence position, which was the ridge of Darwin Hill in the east, and we were still about 800 metres short of Boca House, which we’d expected to take in one run that night. We’d lost two hours of darkness due to D Company having a punch-up behind us, and we’d also hit another position that had taken forty-five minutes to clear. These things happen in battle. The only thing to do was to move forward, so I ordered the two leading platoons, 4 and 6, to move ahead with Company HQ into the gully, into the bottom and up the other side towards a sort of gorse line, which gave some cover from the enemy’s fairly dominant position at Boca House.

As the light increased, so did the accuracy of their fire. I had two options – either withdraw completely, or get forward. I certainly wasn’t going to withdraw, so I ordered my two forward platoons ahead with my own HQ. I left my reserve, 5 Platoon, on the crest line to protect the whole of the high ground in case we had to beat a hasty retreat; it was that platoon that took a battering. We also got fairly well larded with artillery and mortars. I said to 5 Platoon over the net, ‘Right, once we get down into the gully, you withdraw on to the hill line and just hold the ridge-line position.’

It was during this action we lost young Stephen Illingsworth. He had rescued Private Hall, who had been shot, and then, because we were short of ammunition, had gone back for Hall’s kit, and while doing this was killed. It was a classic young soldier’s act – extremely brave, totally unselfish, and one can only give the highest praise for him.

A little later there was a pause in the action as each side tried to sum up its own situation. During this period, the Toms were able to see the devastation we’d created through the night, because we were not standing in the positions we’d taken out. We could see the effects of artillery fire, mortars, grenades and our own handiwork. In this lull, a mortar bomb came through the air, spinning rather badly, hit the crest line and very seriously wounded my second-in-command, Captain John Young.

We were under increasing pressure, because we’d been in action for four hours during the night without resupply. About 400 or 500 yards in front of us, across a totally open field, was a very strong enemy position. They were in the driving seat and could put down artillery, air attack or mortar fire whenever they wanted. Although we were putting down fire on to their positions and hitting their bunkers, we weren’t actually killing the blokes inside. So I said, ‘Cool the fire.’ I kept one machine gun going, because at the back of my mind was the thought that they could counter-attack. We were in a fairly tenuous position, because Toms were trying to hide behind gorse bushes which, needless to say, hardly provided adequate cover.

The situation changed when Corporal Margerison managed to clear a bunker and Corporal Robinson’s lot flattened another. Robinson had a lucky escape when a bullet just missed his balls. All I could hear him say was, ‘If you’ve hit me in the balls, the wife’ll kill me!’ But once he’d ascertained that he’d still got a pair, he was all right.

I then took command of directing our guns and mortars on to the positions that were giving us problems. To my simple brain, what’s hurting you at the moment has got to be eradicated. You worry about positions at Goose Green once you get to Goose Green. It was during this period that I heard that H was killed. When the news came over the net, I said to Corporal Russell, my signalman, ‘That doesn’t go any further. We’ve got enough problems without letting that out.’ I was close to H – we thought along the same sort of lines. His death certainly stiffened my resolve. I mean, I was always determined that we were going to win, but his death just added a bit more oomph.

Shortly after the news of H’s death, I heard that the Argentinians had landed another two hundred people to our south. We were in for trouble. I thought of John Frost’s ‘a bridge too far’ at Arnhem in 1944, and I said to myself, ‘We’ve gone an island too far.’ We needed to strike again. Boca House was our major objective, but with the weapons that we had, we couldn’t get effective fire on to it, so I called up the Milan team. A Milan is an anti-tank weapon that fires a guided missile with a very substantial warhead over a range of 2,000 metres.

I thought, if we can bust them with the Milans, we can probably get round their flank, get down to Darwin, knock that off, and then worry about Goose Green. The Milan was an unorthodox choice, but it was the only powerful weapon we had. Much to our relief, the first round fired was a perfect bull’s-eye. It went straight through the bunker window and blew it out completely, and the second one did the same. Four more rounds and that was Boca House cleared out. Everyone stood and cheered!

A Company achieved a breakthrough in their own right and cleared Darwin Hill. Chris Keeble had taken over command by then and sent D Company off to start attacking Goose Green. We then started to come under fairly intense fire from Goose Green and the airfield. Their anti-aircraft guns had very good optics, so they could see us at about a mile-and-a-half’s distance. Chris Keeble had been calling for an air strike all day, but weather conditions were bad. However, at last light the Harriers came and I would say their effect was critical. They flew in on a low pass and dropped cluster bombs, inflicting a lot of casualties. It was a surgical strike – very precise – and I think this undermined their will to keep fighting.

Prior to the aerial attack, we had continued towards Goose Green with D and C Companies. A Company remained on Darwin Hill. We’d heard that there were 112 civilians being held in Goose Green, so our idea of going in and flattening the area was out of the question. I said to Chris Keeble that I would swing down the isthmus itself and come in from the south. I’d been looking at the map and seen there were a couple of streams and I realised that if we could get round and come in from the south, they would feel they were encircled. So psychologically the whole thing really shifted to our advantage; we’d broken the crust, they had no escape.

However, their anti-aircraft guns were still extremely intense. I remember telling the two leading platoon commanders that I wanted to get to where we could see the tracers in the sky. I’m sure one or two of them thought, JC’s deaf or daft – or both. I told them that we were going to go underneath the trajectory and, although there was a lot of fire, we had a fairly reasonable passage and got through, only to realise later that we had been walking through a minefield!

We had to try and neutralise their anti-aircraft guns; some were forward and some were on the promontory of Goose Green. They had their guns amongst the buildings and were going to be difficult to shift. When we arrived within 300 or 400 yards to the south of Goose Green, we engaged them with machine guns, and they returned very fierce fire. We then heard that six helicopters had landed to my south with reinforcements, but we managed to get off a few rounds of mortar ammunition, one of which landed right on top of them and dispersed them.

There was still the thought in the back of my mind that there were 100 or 200 blokes who had been landed fresh, and could catch us with a possible counter-attack. So, after the Harrier attack, I gathered everyone together and told them to go and scrounge all the ammunition they could find. They went off and plundered everything and carried back about 7,000 or 8,000 Argentinian rounds, which fortunately were the same calibre as ours.

I told the lads to go firm, go get into fours, dig in, and then we’d have to wait and see. I don’t think anyone knew quite how far round we were, so we withdrew that night and dug in to a tight defensive position around a hill. It was a very long, cold night – it snowed and froze very hard, but the Toms were very good indeed, considering they’d been on their feet fighting for twenty-four hours. They’d had a bit of a baptism and they’d come through very well.

The news had filtered through during the day that we’d lost H. I gave them a sort of Winston Churchill pull up. I said, ‘Look, we’ve done bloody well today. Okay, we’ve lost some lads; we’ve lost the CO. Now we’ve really got to show our mettle. It’s not over yet – we haven’t got the place. We’re about 1,000 metres from D Company; we’re on our own and an enemy has landed to our south and there’s a considerable force at Goose Green, so we could be in a fairly sticky position.’

While we lay there, two guys in a hole received virtually a direct hit, but fortunately it had gone into the peat. It hadn’t wounded them, but it had blasted them, and they were shaken. I shouted to them to come back to the Company HQ and have a cup of tea. It was just what they needed; to get back into the main body and have a cup of tea and a cigarette. You could see the relief on their faces.

We were really set to go in for the last push, but that wasn’t necessary, because the following morning the surrender negotiations had started. 2 Para had captured two senior Argentinian NCOs. Chris Keeble explained his terms of surrender and sent them off to talk to their garrison commander. Eventually they accepted Chris’s terms.

After the surrender, we were told to stay firm and dig in where we were on the high ground. Later I went into Goose Green and was pleased to meet some of the very relieved civilians, who had been released. The casualty-clearing process then started. We swept the battlefield, trying to get all the Argentinian casualties in and their bodies tidied up. Their officers appeared to have little interest and an extremely vague knowledge of how many men they had. We just lined the enemy bodies up against a hedge; there was nothing else we could do. Our padre, David Cooper, had the task of attempting to organise some kind of burial for them, with little help from the Argentinians.

We then flew to Ajax Bay for what we’d assumed was a memorial service for H and the others. When we arrived, there was a hole dug ready to receive eighteen burial bags and a lot of people gathered round, saying their last farewells. We’d understood that the bodies of those killed would be repatriated – yet here we were, burying them. We didn’t know what the hell was going on, and a lot of people were, naturally, very upset. The company commanders acted as bearers for H and for the adjutant David Wood, Chris Dent and Jim Barry. The Toms under Regimental Sergeant Major Simpson, who had flown down with us, were the bearers for the other Toms.

The first time I had a moment of quietness, I sat down and wrote to the parents of Stephen Illingsworth and told them of his great gallantry. I also wrote to Sarah Jones about H. I hoped these letters would bring them some comfort. I felt responsible for Illingsworth. I don’t mean that in a trite sort of way – I was his boss and basically he’d been killed working for me. I also wrote to Cathy Dent, whose husband Chris had been killed in A Company’s action on Darwin Hill. I then asked the NCOs and officers to put down on paper the names of those they thought deserved some kind of award.

Things were good within our little group, but I was very keen that now we had finished at Goose Green, the company got some rest.

Having called a nearby farm from a local telephone to ascertain if it was clear of Argentinians, we moved on to Fitzroy. The six days we were there were interesting, because there was a slight feeling of ‘You’ve done your bit, 2 Para – you can stand back now’, which was very dangerous. My message to my Toms was quite simple: ‘You can stand down when you get to Ascension Island on the way back, because that’s when it’s finished. Drop your guard now and you will get one straight on the chin.’ So we set about improving our positions and making ourselves comfortable.

Naturally they were tired. After all, we’d been in a fairly major fracas for thirty-six hours and we’d lost eighteen men and had thirty-eight wounded. In The Anatomy of Courage, Lord Moran talks about the ‘bank of courage’. Our reserve had been pretty drained; it needed to be replenished – banked up. The next seven days were going to be a useful recuperation phase. After twenty-four hours we began preparing for other tasks. This kept the element of tension up sufficiently and didn’t allow the Toms to think too much about their experiences.

It was a great responsibility and also a great privilege to lead such high-calibre blokes. If you have the privilege of commanding such men, then the battle is half won before you start. So I think it behoves you to try and think things out before, because there’s no doubt that they are looking to you. I say this humbly, without meaning to sound pompous, but I think that within the battalion, I was the barometer. People knew that I’d had a lot of experience and therefore they were looking at me to see if there was any shake. If there was, then things could have been serious.

We had a very good team led by H, and I think the Toms knew that such a team thought conscientiously about problems and wouldn’t commit them to something that they had no control over. People have said, ‘Well, why the hell did you go to Goose Green?’ And the answer to that is that the Toms were keen to get at the enemy and attack them. It’s a great privilege to have people of that nature ready to follow you.

Sergeant John Meredith, 2 Para

I moved down with D Company from Sussex Mountain to our objective, Camilla Creek House. The artillery had fired on the area around the house and there had been no response from the Argies. So 10 and 11 Platoons went in and searched the house and found it empty. As it was the only house around, every company decided that they wanted to get their men in, which caused a bit of chaos. The next day, the World Service told its listeners exactly where we were, which obviously upset Colonel Jones and really pissed us off. We were then briefed by our company commander, Major Phil Neame, as to what the plan of attack was on Goose Green.

As we began to prepare ourselves for that, from out of nowhere a blue-and-white Land Rover carrying four Argentinians came on the horizon. A patrol of C Company opened fire, wounded two of them and brought the rest in. These were the first Argies we’d seen. They were interrogated by Captain Bell of the Marines who spoke Spanish and he got some information from them. We’d been given a piece of paper on the ship with Spanish phrases suitable for Benidorm on it – like ‘hands up’ – but it was all double-Dutch to me. We worked it out that if we pointed a rifle at them or stabbed them with a bayonet, they’d stick their hands up anyway.

We moved off that night, but a lot of people weren’t happy with the artillery support we were going to get. We could only use two of the battalion’s mortars because we didn’t have enough ammunition to keep the six of them going. We’d taken a whole artillery battery down there with us, but they’d taken them away and given us three guns from another battery as support. So we had three guns and two mortars instead of a full mortar platoon and a battery of guns.

As we moved off down across the creek, A Company was to go over to Burntside House and B Company was to swing forward to the right, and we were in reserve at the rear. There was a navigational error on the way down, so we ended up somewhere in front of Colonel Jones, which didn’t please him. Major Neame realised the mistake and told everybody to come back up to Burntside House. They opened up on it and luckily, they didn’t hit any of the three civilians in there. Then B Company went and did their attack on the right and had trouble from fire coming from their left-hand side as they were advancing. Colonel Jones realised that A Company had to reorganise, so he pushed us through and we cleared a position in the centre. We took out about a dozen trenches in front of us and then went firm.

Unfortunately, in this move 10 Platoon ended up with two killed and 11 Platoon, who should have been on our left, crossed over behind us and went in on the right as well, and had one killed and one injured. One of my sections became split up from us and I had to go back and try and find them, but I couldn’t. As I was moving back in, coming up a fence line to my right I could see four helmets moving. I asked the second-in-command if we had anybody forward on my right, and he said, ‘No.’ We put a mini-flare up and these four Argentinians stood up – so we wallied them. We went firm around the trenches that we’d cleared.

B Company had sorted out their problems, so the CO decided to revert to the original plan, which meant that A and B would go forward to carry on the attack, and we had to sit it out. By then it had become daylight. A Company then got caught up at Darwin, and B Company was starting to get caught up at Boca House, so Major Neame decided to move forward. Behind us we could see Argentinians coming out of trenches and moving along the beach, which was a bit worrying, so we just opened up on them with the GPMGs, and wiped out quite a few. Again, owing to sniper and artillery fire, Major Neame moved up forward behind the ridge that B Company was on, which sheltered us from the shelling. While we were waiting there, we had another lad named Mechan killed.

We sat there and the OC passed the word to brew up. It was then we were told that the Colonel was injured. Major Crosland and Major Neame had a confab, because B Company had one of their platoons in a very exposed position. They brought the Milan up and attacked Boca House. Before we started our next move to the beach, the Argentinians began to surrender. There were white flats, so we started to go in, but were stopped. I think Major Keeble, who’d taken over, had decided that B Company needed a supply of ammunition before we could move.

After waiting a bit, we went forward through a shallow valley going towards the Argentinian position that appeared to have surrendered. Ahead of us was a minefield with anti-tank mines below the surface; they had orange cord tied between each mine to act as trip-wires. I told the lads to watch the cord while we were moving through – then suddenly there was a great bloody bang and the next minute we were lying on the ground with our ears ringing. As I got myself together and looked around, there was one of my lads, Spencer, with this cord on his foot, saying, ‘It wasn’t me! It wasn’t me!’ Somebody came running over and said, ‘Get him out.’ I said, ‘Leave him in the bloody minefield – he tripped it.’ He was all right, just bowled over. I wasn’t very happy with him at all, and so we left him there.

There was another little Irish lad attached to us, who’d also been knocked over and was groaning a bit. One of the other blokes said, ‘There’s nothing wrong with you,’ and he got a boot for his pains! We then moved up towards the Argentinians who had surrendered. We gave first aid to their injured, some of whom were badly hurt. We got them out of the trenches and laid them there, but they were obviously going to die. We then dealt with our own casualties and left a section to look after the prisoners.

Major Neame then pushed us straight on towards the schoolhouse at Goose Green and 11 Platoon opened fire on the little house first. The trouble was, they used 66s (anti-tank rockets) and phosphorus grenades that caused a fire – which didn’t give them very much cover. Then our C Company came down, ready to go in. My platoon were tasked to go up the track and give covering fire on the schoolhouse and also cover behind it to get anybody that tried to withdraw. The plan was to bottle them in there.

One of the rear sections saw some white flags waving near the airfield and he reported this to our platoon commander, Mr Barry, who said to me, ‘I’ll go forward and take the surrender. You look after these two sections.’ So I moved to where I could control both sections and see what was going on. I told the radio operator so that he could get into contact with the company commander about what was happening.

Mr Barry went over the rise with his men and I watched them move towards two Argentinians who had come forward with their hands in the air. The others were sitting behind them on the floor with their hands up. Because I had to watch my own section, I had to keep my eyes in both directions, as I was a bit concerned about Mr Barry going forward. I saw him talking to two Argentinians, who seemed to be worried about the firing still going on at the schoolhouse. Then, for some reason, Mr Barry put his rifle against a fence.

Suddenly a burst of fire, probably from someone who wasn’t aware that surrender was taking place, came whistling over the top. The Argentinians who’d been sitting there reacted immediately by picking up their weapons and firing. Mr Barry was killed instantly. Knight, the radio operator, killed two with his SMG, but Corporal Smith, who was trying to give covering fire with a 66, and Corporal Sullivan were also killed. Shevill was wounded in the shoulder and the hip. There was now an awful lot of firing going on.

As the senior man there, I was doing the chasing about. I saw some of my lads hit the deck, because of the volume of fire that was coming our way, but I got them up and firing. I was covering a lot of ground, but that’s my job – that’s what I’m paid for. I got across another section and picked up a machine gun and knocked off three Argies with a couple of bursts each. Then, as I moved up again, I took out two more. We moved forward and took their position, and dealt with Shevill, who was badly hurt. He crawled back into cover, and so did Roach, who shouted that he thought he’d been hit. I shouted back that he would know if he’d been hit! But he’d only had the arse shot out of his trousers. Roach, with the help of Wilson, then gave first aid to Shevill while still under heavy fire. Unfortunately we couldn’t get him out for five hours.

There were so many sensations at that time that I had to think fast and hard, because everything was changing from second to second. There were rounds going everywhere. I didn’t have time to be frightened. When Mr Barry was killed, there was a lot of anger. The thing was to kill them as fast as we could – so for each one I knocked down, I thought, well, there’s another. It was just whack, whack – and the more I knocked down, the easier it became … the easier the feeling was. I was paying them back. The feeling was anger – a mixture of both anger and sadness – sadness that three good blokes should die that way.

Then, as we reorganised, we were told that there would be a Harrier strike coming in – three friendly aircraft from the north. But the next minute we got strafed by enemy aircraft coming in from the south! We had to get Shevill back, as he had taken off across a fence as soon as the strafing came to a close, with his trousers down around his knees and a saline drip hanging out of his backside. We obviously wanted to go forward and collect our dead, but we weren’t allowed to, so we dug in and stayed there all night.

They then attacked us with a Pucara that dropped napalm. It just missed the sergeant major’s party with the prisoners and wounded. It also missed a big ammunition dump – so we were lucky. However, this napalm attack did the CSM some good, as he had his first crap since the Norland. We shot down the Pucara and captured the pilot. (He was one of the ones they sent in for the surrender, which they did the next day.)

We moved into Goose Green the next morning and dug in. I kept the lads working – most of them were all right, but one or two were a bit shaken. I had one who was very shaken, and it took us about three days to get him really back round. He was usually a cheerful lad, but he’d lost a couple of NCOs who’d looked after him, and he’d taken it badly. So I kept him working. After Goose Green I felt that I had to look after those who were alive rather than worry about people that had been killed. I wanted to get those that were alive performing properly, because we were out on a limb at Goose Green. But I was very pleased with the way the lads had behaved. I had mixed feelings about the battle, but it felt good to have won.

Then there was the shock of seeing all those hundreds of Argentinians at the surrender – I couldn’t believe it. We’d attacked with a battalion, which was about 400 to 500 men, and they’d had 1,200. In the end, we sent one platoon of twenty-four men in to guard them. I felt we’d won a strategic battle – if we’d bypassed Goose Green we’d have left 1,200 men there with a usable airfield, and later that could have been a big thorn in our side. They could have caused a lot of damage from there.

Sergeant Dave Abols, 2 Para

We went towards Darwin for a dawn attack on Goose Green. As we advanced, we stopped by a little inlet and a recce party went forward. It seemed all clear. Ahead of us there was a fence across our path: 2 Platoon got over it, but as my platoon got halfway across, the Argies opened up. Half of my blokes ran back to a bank, and the rest of us ran forward. So I had lost control of my section. Luckily we found cover in a gorse bush area. Very soon, 2 Platoon took out about three trenches that were in the area. They didn’t have time to get orders – they just ran forward for a place of cover, and as they were running, they noticed the trenches, so they took them out straight away – it was just instinct – what they were trained for. When we got to the gorse it was burning from the phosphorus grenades – burning the cover that we needed. Everything was on fire, and it seemed everyone else had lost control, because there were men split up all over the place.
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By the very nature of s conception, the history of The Parachute Regiment is not
centuries old. Formed in 1940, it has packed in an enormous amount over the last
seventy-five years and [ have been cnomously privileged to have been involved with
the Regiment for over half of this time; indeed, I am now beginning to sce the
ose Paras | first came across when | became Colonel-in-Chief in 1977
family regiment”. The officers and soldiers I have met over the years
are fiercely proud of the Regiment in which they serve, and rightly so. 1 have always
found them to have the infectious optimism, unstoppable energy and drive that Field
Marshal Montgomery spoke of. You will sce that evidenced again and again in this
book.

“There s no doubt that an oral history such as this is hugely important. To my mind,
there is o better way 10 obtain an understanding of the realities and challenges of
warfure and military operations than by lstening 10 those who have lived through
them. The officers and soldiers of The Parachute Regiment have always been a the.
forefront of the action, or a the point where the toughest decisions have to be made.
So, it is vital that those making istory should a the very least be able to set out their
partiniit.

T very much suspeet that you will be as hugely impressed as 1 am by the
professionalism, initiative, courage and humur of the men who wear the red beret.
‘Their recent history, set out in these pages, makes me immensely proud 1o serve as
their Colonel-in-Chicf.
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