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Falklands War



I have chosen the Falklands war for my assessment because it is very personal because I had a cousin fighting, on the British side, in this war. 
In Nineteen eighty, at the beginning of her prime ministership, Margaret Thatcher showed her determination to take charge during the undeclared Falklands War between Argentina and Britain[footnoteRef:1]. At the time when the Falklands hit the headlines, Britain had a right of centre conservative government under Thatcher and Argentina was run by a military junta. Both countries felt that they had full claim on the Falkland Islands.  [1:  Alwyn W. Turner, Rejoice! Rejoice! Britain in the 1980s (Great Britain: MPG Books Group, 2010), p. 310-311.] 


In this essay I will use varied sources to reference the events which occurred in and surrounded the Falklands walls and I will conclude my findings at the end.   

Introduction to events
When Thatcher moved to the post of leader of the Conservative party in Nineteen seventy-five, her economic policies and aggression to the unions made her unpopular. When four years later she became Prime Minister, although the Conservative Party had won the vote, many of the general population despised Thatcher personally and the move of government, from the left and socialistic leanings and consensus to right and capitalistic, caused controversy as public services were reduced, industries privatised, jobs lost, legal strikes like the miners were broken and worker versus Police conflict was a daily issue. 

Invasion
The day the Argentinians planted their flag on the Falkland Islands gave Thatcher a real chance to shine. Using her best Churchillian-style, she addressed the Commons and said ‘The people of the Falkland Islands, like the people of the United Kingdom, are an island race’ and she set the scene that though few in number, actually about eighteen hundred people, she felt they had the right to live in peace and choose their way of life and the right to ‘determine their allegiance’[footnoteRef:2]. Thatcher announced that a task force, military and navy, was preparing to travel to the South Atlantic but with caution, Thatcher did not mention whether military action was the intent. Although this important event cannot be traced in an index search of the Thatcher Archives, the historian Alwyn Turner records it and the days surrounding the event succinctly in his book Rejoice! Rejoice![footnoteRef:3]. It was fortunate that the foreign spokesman for the Labour party, Denis Healey, was abroad and Michael Foot, the leader of the Labour Party whose popularity was in decline in his own party members, spoke. It was only the Conservatives who congratulated Foot on his speech and from that point, some members of both Labour and the Conservative parties adopted a general dread of the rise in the popularity of Thatcher. This was voiced by Alan Clarke saying ‘If… the expedition succeeds… she will be established forever as a National hero’[footnoteRef:4].  [2:  Rejoice! Rejoice!  p.108]  [3:  Rejoice! Rejoice!]  [4:  Rejoice! Rejoice!  p.96 - 110] 


The lady had not turned but the country had. The comments of Thatcher were welcomed, and her actions where praised in the news. In the polls Thatcher rose from a twenty-five percent support of British people to over fifty per cent almost overnight. The mantra of the Conservative party was that the ‘dark days’ were gone and ‘National recovery has begun’[footnoteRef:5].  [5:  Rejoice! Rejoice! p.117] 


[image: See the source image][footnoteRef:6] [6:  , https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17045169 (2020) <https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/magazine-17045169> [accessed 1 December 2020].] 


[image: Falkland Islands War][footnoteRef:7] [7:  Robert Curley, Map: Falklands Island War of 1982 (2020) <https://www.britannica.com/event/Falkland-Islands-War> [accessed 1 December 2020].] 


The first map above illustrates how far away the Falklands Islands are from mainland Britain but also, how close they are to Argentina. The second map shows how dispersed the Argentinian presence was on the Falkland Islands and this presented challenges for the British military because with concentrations of Argentinian troops be so wide spread transport was key and the island terrain often made anything other than walking into battle quite impossible. 
Sovereignty.
From the Thatcher Archive we learn as early as August 1971, that the Argentine Government were disputing British Sovereignty of the Islands and neither Britain nor Argentina gave any ‘recognition of or support for the other governments’ claim to sovereignty. Both Argentina and Britain claimed to be the owners of these Islands[footnoteRef:8]. In September 1979, Peter Carrington, a Peer of the Realm who served as Foreign Secretary from 1979 to 1982, proposed to Thatcher regarding the Falkland Islands that we ‘should try to negotiate with the Argentine whereby the ‘ownership’ should be transferred to them‘ and we should Lease it back from them.  Due to the negotiations that were already in place regarding Rhodesia-Zimbabwe and pending negotiations with Spain on Gibraltar the government lacked manpower to address the Falklands issue and Geoffrey Howell, Chancellor of the Exchequer, supported the proposal of David Howell, Minister of Transport, that time and discussion was required before renouncing the Falkland Island British Sovereignty of the islands[footnoteRef:9]. It may have been this delay that provoked the response of the Argentine Government to attack as the British were possibly perceived to be uninterested in the islands and the Argentinian claim to them. In Nineteen Eighty-one, Argentina was in a severe economic recession and General Leopold Galtieri lead a coup in Argentina. On taking the office of president, Galtieri devised a plan to improve his image and gain the support of Argentine people by stimulating a spirit of nationalism and he proceeded to make issue of the ‘unresolved dispute as a way of deflecting public hostility’ to his government[footnoteRef:10]. [8:  , Falklands: Exchange of Notes between HMG and Argentine Government ("Communications between the Falkland Islands and the Argentine Mainland") [MT copy of 1971 White Paper] [released 2013] (2020) <https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/123031> [accessed 27 November 2020].
]  [9:  , 1979 Sep 24 Mo Archive (TNA) Prime Ministerial Private Office files Falklands: Chancellor of the Exchequer minute to MT ("Falkland Islands") [Howe comments on leaseback scheme: "I confess to some political anxieties about this idea"] [declassified 2012] (2020) <https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/122460> [accessed 27 November 2020].]  [10:  Rejoice p. 107] 


The actual reason for the Argentinian invasion of the Falkland Isles, however, is not reported to be the historical claim to rights over the Malvinas but that General Galtieri believed in the existence of high yields of oil in the islands. Galtieri apparently wanted possession of the islands so Argentina could benefit from the oil-wealth. Under the guise of ‘Operation Alpha’, the Argentinians had set up scientific research units in four disused whaling stations on remote islands with the aim to identify opportunities to exploit natural resources but with their defeat and the islands remaining in British hands there was no proof of oil until 2012[footnoteRef:11]. The discovery of oil in the Falklands was announced by the British government very much later, on almost the day the thirtieth anniversary of the Falkland invasion[footnoteRef:12].  [11:  Richard C. Thornton, The Falklands Sting: Reagan, Thatcher and Argentina's bomb (United States of America: Brassey's Books, 1998), p. xxv.]  [12:  , Falklands Oil Rush and Thatcher's War (2020) <http://socialistresistance.org/the-falklands-oil-rush-and-thatchers-war/3329> [accessed 26 November 2020].] 

The dispute over sovereignty of the Falklands was not a new situation. In 1833 Britain took control of the islands although there had been disputed sovereignty claims made by Argentina. The Falklands was a British outpost which secured passage of British ships around Cape Horn off the South American continent. When the Panama Canal opened in 1914, the Falkland Islands sank into obscurity and became of little value except as a place for training and stationing small garrisons of marines and ice breakers[footnoteRef:13].  [13:  Richard C. Thornton, The Falklands Sting: Reagan, Thatcher and Argentina's bomb (United States of America: Brassey's Books, 1998), p. xiv.] 

In Nineteen eighty-two, the Supreme Military Commander Europe, commanding all NATO Forces on the European continent General Alexander Meigs Haig Jr, was the main negotiator for the Falklands Dispute and he flew between Washington, Buenos Aires and London. The American government had supplied arms to the Argentine Junta and those arms had been used against British Forces in the Falklands War. President Carter took a passive role towards the Argentines invading the Falklands, but on arrival in the White House in 1981 Ronald Reagan applied sanctions to Argentina and refused to supply spare parts for the weapons they had purchased from America. Looking back in hindsight on this era, Reagan commented that the United States Secretary of State, the former Supreme Military Commander Europe, Alexander Haig ‘had done a superhuman job in trying to prevent bloodshed in the South Atlantic situation’[footnoteRef:14]. Although the United States of America has taken a non-invasive role in the Falklands War, on the pretence of being negotiators for peace, Reagan turned the tables somewhat as he said his support of the British Thatcher government, in their bid to retain the Falklands, was very real.  [14:  , The President's News Conference June 30, 1982 (2020) <https://www.reaganlibrary.gov/archives/speech/presidents-news-Tonference-5> [accessed 27 November 2020].] 

In April 1982, gossip was rife and Nicholas Henderson, the British Ambassador to Washington, telegraphed the Foreign Office to advise that the American National Television Channel quoted on the news programme ‘Good Morning America’ that Britain was sending a nuclear weapon to the Falkland Islands and that permission had been given to Admiral Woodward to use it. Amidst much supposition, the American Government was eventually reassured by Henderson that ‘the British would never use nuclear weapons in the Falkland Islands’ [footnoteRef:15] [15:  Nicholas Henderson, Falklands: UKE Washington to FCO ("Falklands: Nuclear Weapons") [US press reports Task Force armed with tactical nuclear weapons and that commander had authority to use them] [declassified 2012] (2020) <https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/219480> [accessed 14 December 2020].] 

The French Government were also involved to a degree, as they had also supplied Argentine with weapons and a French built Exocet missile was identified as a friendly weapon because the British also used Exocets, but an Exocet fired by an Argentine aircraft actually    destroyed the British ship, HMS Sheffield, causing the deaths of twenty crew members and the evacuation of three hundred service men on board to other nearby ships. The first battle for the Falkland isles between the Britain Task Force and Argentinian occupiers was at Goose Green. The British won the battle when Argentinian Forces in that area agreed to a ceasefire. At Goose Green, however, the British Army sustained considerable losses and there were further lives lost when the Argentine Air Force attacked the ship, the Sir Galahad, at Goose Green. After this, the British army were considerably more careful and much less blasé and protected their soldiers more comprehensively. At the time Diplomatic Correspondent to the Sunday Times said that ‘Thatcher was determined to deliver a crushing victory to avenge British losses’ [footnoteRef:16].  [16:  Ian Glover-Green, 1982 May 31 Commentary (Sunday Times): Falklands (2020) <https://www.margaretthatcher.org/document/110526> [accessed 4 December 2020].] 

After the taking of Goose Green, British Army started to yomp fifty-eight miles to Port Stanley the capital of the Falklands where another series of small battle took place with British troops initially adopting position above the harbour and reigning down fire on the Argentinians who held the Port. Post Stanley was an emotive battle because it was the point where the problems between Argentina and Britain had commenced when a group of Argentine scrap metal merchants had been observed, by the British scientists, to have raised the Argentine flag[footnoteRef:17].  [17:  , 1979 Jan 13 Sa Archive (TNA) Falklands: Port Stanley to FCO ("Minister's Meeting with Falkland Island Councillors: Draft Agreement on Scientific Activity in the Dependencies") [proposed agreement "met with a negative response"] [declassified 2012] (2020) <https://c59574e9047e61130f13-3f71d0fe2b653c4f00f32175760e96e7.ssl.cf1.rackcdn.com/3300930315E54C26A0F39B56F9501CAE.pdf> [accessed 4 December 2020].] 


It was at Port Stanley that the British finally gained the surrender of the Argentine Forces. This had a great impact on the population at home in Britain with celebrations in the street and a warming of many to a previously generally unpopular Prime Minister and although nineteen eighty-three election was not just won ‘on the Falklands Factor….the victory in the South Atlantic did have a psychological impact on much of the country’ and turned the tide of Thatcher to serve a second term in office[footnoteRef:18].  [18:  Alwyn W. Turner, Rejoice! Rejoice! Britain in the 1980s (Great Britain: MPG Books Group, 2010), p. 374.] 


The bravery of individual British troops in the military action of Falkland War was acknowledged with the award of medals. Primary examples of this are the posthumous award of two Victoria Cross medals, firstly to Lieutenant Colonel H Jones of the Second Para Regiment for leading his men into battle without regard for his own safety and secondly to Sergeant Ian McKay of the Third Para Regiment also for leading troops into battle. H. Jones won his medal for action at the battle of Goose Green and Ian McKay for the battle at Mount Longdon: On both occasions enemy fire was sustained, accurate and heavy and the awards were made in the true spirit of the Victoria Cross ‘For Valour’[footnoteRef:19]. [19:  , Lieutenant Colonel Herbert Jones VC OBE - Command 2nd Bn, The Parachute Regiment (2020) <http://www.victoriacross.org.uk/ggfalkla.htm> [accessed 28 November 2020]. 
, Ian John McKay VC (2020) <http://www.vconline.org.uk/ian-j-mckay-vc/4587607237> [accessed 28 November 2020].] 


None of the battles that were fought in the Falklands War was in itself of any great military importance because they were manned by very few people and the land regained was in quality, mainly a poor sheep grazing area, but for Thatcher she really did win the hearts and minds of the British people. Television comedians who had previously mocked Thatcher, as Jim Davidson had done, now spoke out in her defence[footnoteRef:20]. When the Falklands Task Force departed Portsmouth, the public address system piped out the Rod Stewart version of We are sailing. Popular singers and entertainers flocked to support the British troops and there was a change in attitude from anti-nationalist to support for Britain and for Thatcher. At that time even Stewart song echoed the Thatcher tones of religiosity with the words ‘Oh Lord, to be near you, to be free’[footnoteRef:21].  [20:  Rejoice! Rejoice! P.p. 109-110.]  [21:  , What does Rod Stewart's Sailing mean? (2020) <http://news.bbc.co.uk/1/hi/magazine/4703515.stm> [accessed 1 December 2020].] 



To conclude, overall, in comparison to other wars, the Falklands war was a short one lasting just seventy-four days and throughout the conflict Argentine troops played a passive role and did not attack British forces but only responded to British attacks on the Argentine posts[footnoteRef:22]. [22:  Richard C. Thornton, The Falklands Sting: Reagan, Thatcher, and Argentina's Bomb (Virginia, United States and America: Brassey's, 1998)., p.233.] 

Although only a small war, it proved to the British population, and to the rest of the world, that Britain as a nation were not the push over that people had perceived them, as a post-colonial power, to have become and in protecting the Falkland islands a message was sent to potential aggressors that Britain was still a protectorate of the people to whom it was obligated.
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