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Cover picture: HMS Queen Elizabeth has left Gibraltar after her maiden overseas stop, she will 
now conduct further helicopter trials.  She was escorted by HMS Scimitar and HMS Sabre from 
Gibraltar Squadron and also the Gibraltar Defence Police and Royal Gibraltar Police. 

The aircraft carrier will continue clearance trials with Merlin and Chinook helicopters for the 
next few weeks in the Eastern Atlantic and is currently accompanied by HMS Somerset.  HMS 
Queen Elizabeth is expected to start fixed-wing flight trials with three or more F-35Bs off the 
eastern coast of the US around September this year. To prepare for operating from HMS 
Queen Elizabeth, Royal Navy sailors have also trained alongside their US Navy counterparts 
on the flight deck of the amphibious assault ship USS Wasp. Last year, the Royal Navy sent 
six sailors to integrate into Waspôs flight deck operations to prepare them for their upcoming 
Queen Elizabeth class aircraft carriers. 

ò F-35 trials aboard the USS Wasp werenôt just an operational test for the United States Marine 
Corps, with much of the data produced being 
used to inform the USMCôs declaration of 
initial operating capability but also for the 
United Kingdom. UK personnel were fully 
embedded in the USS Wasp trials and will 
use the data gathered from this event, future 
trials and operational deployments to 
support the UKôs flying trials aboard HMS 
Queen Elizabeth in Spring next year. 

Full Index, whatôs inside, on Page Six 
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BEWARE THE IDES OF MARCH! 
WHO KNOWS what the traditional cold and blustery winds of March will bring.  In the UK 
Ministry of Defence they are probably bracing themselves for another tough month on the 
Press Desk for there is no sign of any respite from the media and its examination of the UKôs 
military woes.  In Africa and Syria more conflict looms and two members of the Pen & Sword 
Club, both respected journalists and authors, are suggesting war on a bloody scale is 
imminent.  Beware the Ides of March, writes 
Editor Mike Peters. 

The short span of February was filled with 
interest and concerns for the media 
operations community.  The inevitable back-
lash to the Chief of the General Staffôs 
justified and well-expressed pleas for more 
cash came and stirred partisans and 
detractors to go into print and on air.   

The saga of Capita (now openly being 
referred to as CRAPITA) and stories of 300 
days to process a new recruit into the 
Services continued while Twitter resounded 
to personal experiences proving just how 
long it now takes to get into uniform. To rub 
salt into the wounds of the month some 
media outlets have been speculating on 
whether or not there is a massive Russian 
threat while also ignoring the Red Army 
boastings of new and devastating kit to be 
delivered in 2018. And what looked like a deliberate leak of a 100-megaton nuclear torpedo.   

Coupled with this, Britain looks on in incredulity amid the mediaôs unravelling of the problems 
of the Bundeswehr and the findings that some Russian analysts are not so happy with Red 
Army procurement.  But are those Russian stories fake news? 

Germany, it is said, has so few operational tanks and other equipment that it cannot fulfill its 
NATO role on the borders with Russia, and its once mighty Leopard tank - sold on to the 
Middle East - has literally taken a pounding from anti-tank missiles in that theatre.    The 
Luftwaffe is said to have grounded its Tornados because they cannot operate due to excess 
bio diesel in their fuel and that the state of maintenance of other aircraft is dire while and none 
of their vaunted U-boats can put to sea.   

Twitter also erupted in laughter as stories emerged from Germany that itsò pilotlessò drones 
do not have enough pilots. And all this while the European Union launches plans for its own 
defence forceé.and the United States, not so, quietly seethes. 

The Royal Navy reels ï and the Royal Marines groan -  as the MoD admits the sale of HMS 
Ocean for the proverbial song.  The alleged gross price of £85 million is probably much less 
and the actual cash benefit is starting to look a bit silly.   The few millions of cash in hand for 
the MoD does not look so good when it is compared with the few hours the sale price will buy 
if it were in the hands of the National Health Service.   

For professional communicators the MoD line-to-take on this story has also looked weak.  For 
some time, besieged press officers have been foisted with a long-discredited line ï no 
decisions have yet been taken.  This just confirms the leaks are true!  

Hopefully new Secretary of State Gavin Williamson will also get a grip on this side of the 
house and give the Ministry press team lines-to-take with more meat-on-the-bone and start 
putting trust back into dealings with bona fide defence journalists. 

France too compounds the military angst with President Emmanuel Macron deciding to bring 
back conscription which has also brought unexpected comment on whether Britain too should 
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bring back National Service, albeit with a greater element of non-military roles for the 
countryôs young men and women.   

I do not think that will go down well in UK Government.  Mandatory military conscription, it has 
been suggested, is the French equivalent of Donald Trumpôs wall - a pet project that becomes 
a political albatross. 

Did we detect a change in 
the MoDôs publicity stance 
during February?  Social 
media apparently carried 
more photos ï many of them 
excellent - from media ops 
cameramen and women of 
all three services -  and 
there was more copy to 
support the evidence that, 
while the MoD plays, the 
lads and lasses out on the 
ground, in the air and on the 
sea are putting what they do 
to the public.    

Scribblingsô editorial desk 
scans the media every day 
and still hopes for more 
detail of just how much is 
being achieved with so little 
and despite the restrictions 
on dealing with the media.   
Particularly pleasing this 
month is Soldier with a great 
front cover of an 
infantryman in Estonia while 
Navy News and RAF News 
are also both flying the flag.  

There are lessons to be 
learned, in my opinion re-
learned, in letting the Armed 
Forces tell their stories.  Our 
favourite naval blogger, Sir 
Humphrey, this month flogs 
the Navyôs leadership for not trusting its media operators and reveals the effect on sailors of 
ñthe all-embracing fear that someone might say something which may be possibly 
misconstrued ñas an outdated concept. 

Interestingly the United States Marine Corps revealed this last month that it is still recruiting 
and training combat correspondents even though the US Navy has decided to cut two of its 
combat camera teams.     

In the UK there appears to be good news in this direction.  Although, sadly, the much-
respected Media Operations Group (Volunteers) has gone there is a move to increase Army 
Media & Comms Reserve strengths. 

The evidence is there, across the board, that telling potential recruits, the public, the tax 

payers, the parents who let their youngsters join up that there is a necessary, worthwhile task 

being fulfilled.   We need to know what servicemen and women are achieving on behalf of their 

country.   The cry is more news, more photographs and more detailé letôs see and hear it.   
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General Sir Gordon Messenger: military must 

wake up to information war 

By: Deborah Haynes, Defence Editor March 1 2018,  

THE NEED TO WIN the information war concerns General Sir Gordon Messenger more than the 
latest model of tank, fast jet or warship.  Hardware still has a role, but the vice-chief of the 
defence staff wants to see an evolution in the military mind-set about the importance of using 
data to help defeat and destroy an enemy. 

ñWe have to wake up to the idea that our ability to turn data into information advantage, our 
ability to respond faster through clever decision-making which is enabled by the flow of 
information, is actually frankly as important if not even more important than whether our tanks 
out-range an anti-tank missile,ò General Messenger, 55, told The Times. 

ñI am not saying you donôt need physical capability, you absolutely need physical capability 
but unless you are able to operate within an environment where you can achieve information 
advantage . . . then you are not going to be able to maximise the benefit of that and the winner 
of the next big fight is going to be the one that can manipulate and achieve advantage in the 
information domain.ò 

ñInformation advantageò includes working out ways to fuse video footage from drones; social 
media feeds; databases; audio tracks; and all the other forms of secret and open source 
information together to get a better understanding of what is happening and inform decision-
making faster. 

Similarly, being able to protect networks from hacking, electronic warfare and other forms of 
hostile interference is key, along with developing methods to disrupt and jam an enemyôs flow 
of data and their ability to use GPS signals, for example, to aim weapons. 

https://www.thetimes.co.uk/profile/deborah-haynes
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ñIf you can target a system or a sensor that the enemy has through a variety of means ð 
electronic warfare, offensive cyber, lasers, which is another area we are seeking to develop 
national edge in ð then you are able to 
write the rules of the battlefield,ò General 
Messenger said. ñIf you donôt and you 
donôt know what is going on and you canôt 
trust your sensors and youôre not able to 
talk to everyone that you need to or you 
fear that youôre being second guessed by 

your adversary then you are going 
to lose.ò 

Times Defence Editor, Deborah 
Haynes is the guest speaker at the 
Pen & Sword Club March 13 lunch 
at the Cavalry & Guards Club.  

Asked what capability gaps in Britainôs 
arsenal concern him the most, the vice-
chief said: ñThe area where I think we 
should focus on most is on that 
information space.ò This stretches to how 
soldiers operate on the ground, with the 
need for the concept behind a new specialist information army unit, called 77 Brigade, to be 
spread out across the military.  

 ñI think what we have to do is elevate some of the principles of that into the broader DNA of 
defence,ò General Messenger said. This could even include training troops to use Twitter. 

The emergence of information as a weapon is akin to the evolution 100 years ago when tanks 
started make horses redundant. In the same way, General Messenger said that some 
cherished military equipment that is fielded today will become less relevant.  He declined to 
say what, but said that this discussion ð which has already thrown into question the future of 
HMS Albion and HMS Bulwark, the navyôs two amphibious assault ships ð will form part of a 
defence review that has started. 

The UK is playing catch up in the information space as countries such as Russia and China 
develop their own electronic warfare and cyberweapons. General Messenger is quick to say, 
however, that Britain should not ñlioniseò the Russian armed forces and talk down its own 
strength.   ñRussia has invested in certain capabilities, it has gone quite narrow and deep in 
the sorts of capabilities that it has invested in, but there are still plenty of places where we can 
overmatch them,ò he said. 

ñWhen you include the multiplying effect of doing so in a NATO force with 29 nations each 
bringing their own niche areas of strategic advantage I think that is quite a compelling story.ò  
At the same time, he said that Britainôs credibility among its NATO allies as a military power 
could be put at risk if defence is not adequately funded. 

General Messenger is a front-runner alongside General Sir Nick Carter, the head of the army, 
to become the next chief of the defence staff, replacing Air Chief Marshal Sir Stuart Peach, 
who steps down in June to become the next chairman of the NATO military committee.  He 
said that he did not think a decision had yet been made on the appointment. 

Asked why he would be the best choice General Messenger said with a smile: ñWhy do you 
think I would be the best choice? ñHe then added: ñI am one of the contenders but there are 
plenty of other people who would be perfectly fine at doing it.ò 
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Are We About to Witness the 

Bloodiest War Ever?  
By: Christopher Lee, Defence Analyst, former BBC 

journalist. and Royal Naval Reserve Media Specialist              

Feb 20 2018 

THE CONGO WAR (1998-2003) left more civilians dead than Korea, Vietnam, Iraq and Syria. 
The death count was in the millions. The bodies were shovelled aside and the war continued 
along to another atrocity. It is on its way back.  It began when the Congo was ruled by Mobutu 
Sese Seko who was, tacitly or directly, supported in power by countries like the UK because 
he promised to halt Soviet advances into the continent. 

He ruled cruelly and ruthlessly from 1965 to 1997 as he stripped his nation of every asset and 
most of the financial revenues. 

Next door, in 1994, Rwanda 
became a state of unspeakable 
genocide as the people were 
literally, raped, dismembered 
and the supposedly fortunate 
ones slaughtered. Millions were 
left in the ditch of African 
uncompromising killing.  The 
killers, threatened with 
retribution drove into 
Congo.  The Rwandans followed 
them and replaced Mobuto as 
leader with one of their own, 
Laurent Kabila. 

Kabila, an opportunist, and 
insecure in his leadership ï a 
dangerous villainy ï abandoned 
the Rwandan king makers and 
so the war, with Angola and 
Zimbabwe protecting Kabila, 
stormed on in an unrestricted 
madness of terror, slaughter and retribution largely fuelled by the unimaginable riches of the 
Congo.  It was a war for revenge, gold and diamonds. The war continued and denied perhaps 
half of 26 provinces of any security and any hope of peace. 

And now? The discontent and insecurities are showing and historically when they do, the 
strong men seek an opportunity to escape invasion or to take part in invasion going the other 
way.  The riches are still there. The plunder is still a daily service of pluralist unlawfulness. 

Kabila was shot in 2001 and his son Joseph Kabila took his place.  His presidency ran out last 
year. He refused to go and he is ignoring that constitutional nicety and looks like refusing to 
hold elections as scheduled this year.  

Africa is an adventure playground of the mocking of democracy as a western weakness.  This 
is all the stuff of a new warfare without much hope of the UN preventing it.  If we are on the 
road to war, then there has to be a go-between, someone who can be seen as neutral and with 
whom it is in African terms smart to seek peace. 

That man is the new leader of South Africa, Cyril Ramaphosa. He is a man of enormous 
trust.   But President Kabila has a different definition of trust than most. 

The United Nations Security Council and the African Union has to find strength for Mr 
Ramaphosa. Mr Kabila is not looking for a Nobel Peace Prize. He will cling to his own prize, 
Office. The other option is a reversal to warfare without rules other than winning. 
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Big Power war in Syria on the brink 
By: Michael Evans, Author of First with the News February 20 2018  

AS EVERY DAY GOES BY in Syria the danger of a big-power war gets closer and closer. It 
could be the US against Russia, or Turkey against Syria or Iran against the US or even, heaven 
forfend, Turkey versus the US. The risks are getting greater by the day, by the hour.  

The new confrontation is at Afrin, which the 
Turkish army is determined to cleanse of 
Kurdish "terrorists" for which read militia 
who are now bizarrely being backed by pro-
Syrian regime forces who want to keep out 
the Turks. President Erdogan is acting like an 
Ottoman emperor, ruthlessly attacking 
anyone who he believes is linked to the PKK, 
the Kurdish separatists who have been at war 
with Turkey for 40 years.  

To Erdogan all Kurds are PKK and therefore 
Turkey's enemy. His army began attacking 
Afrin in January in Operation Olive Tree but 
now faces Assad's troops as well as Kurdish 
forces. Well, this is Syrian territory and the 
Turks have "invaded", so you could argue 
that the Turks are out of order. But in Syria 
there is no order, so Erdogan launched his 
offensive in order to protect his borders from 
"PKK" militia. 

Erdogan is now warning the Syrian regime to 
back off, just like he warned the US two 
weeks ago to back off from the town of 
Manbij which he wants to return to its 
"rightful owner" (you got it - Turkey). A bust-
up between the two NATO partners now 
seems unlikely after an intervention by Jim Mattis in Brussels when he talked to his Turkish 
counterpart, but you never know with Erdogan.  

However, the incident on February 7 when 100 pro-regime Syrian forces including dozens of 
Russian "freelance contractors/mercenaries" were killed by US airstrikes and artillery has 
reminded everyone, Erdogan too one assumes, that when the Americans fire in anger they 
don't mess around. Moscow has definitely got the message. Putin and co are so desperate to 
absolve themselves of any knowledge of or responsibility for the deaths of Russian citizens 
that it's obvious the blast from the sky and from the ground will make the Ruskies think twice 
before contemplating a similar venture where the Americans are involved.  

But with Russian fighter jets and Spetnaz special forces around, there is always the danger of 
a huge miscalculation. Then suddenly it's official Russian forces against the Americans. Then 
what? 

 As for Iran and its trained and armed Hezbollah acolytes, there is always the risk of a bloody 
confrontation, even though the US is insistent that its sole purpose in Syria is to rid the place 
of Isis. Nothing else matters, except when it does of course, like on February 7 when, for no 
logical reason, the pro-regime, Russian infested, 300-500-troop battle group turned up near a 
stronghold occupied by the US-trained Syrian Democratic Forces with their American advisers 
in tow and opened fire with everything they had.  

Putin, Assad, Erdogan, and everyone else with ambitions in Syria's future took due note. Not a 

bad thing in this crazy world.  
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Blackburn Buccaneers Buzz Beirut & Belize 

(and Big Buccs at Vegas Red Flag, by Mike Peters) 

CAPTURING MEMORIES of 35 years ago, in February 1983, when the British Army went into 
Lebanon on Operation Hyperion and investigating an idea for a story on non-kinetic warfare 
your Editor had an editorial momenté. does a loud low-level fly-by have any military or media 
value?  

A strange question you might think but standing on the roof top of a high-rise in down town 
Beirut as a Blackburn Buccaneer skimmed the roof tops in a very noisy show of force I think I 
can safely say that, at the time, I thought it a bl**dy good idea.  More on British Forces 
Lebanon (BRITFORLEB) later in this issue. 
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This month, Scribblings looks back in the air photo files and the nostalgia for this nuclear 
capable, legendary aircraft that started its career with the Royal Navy and finished with the 
Royal Air Force.   

Three instances of the Buccaneerôs zero feet capability spring readily to mind.  I was there, as 
they say when the RAF boosted our morale in the war-torn streets of Beirut.  And I recall that 
the Navy did the same in Belize in 1972 when HMS Ark Royal launched a long-range mission 
out of the Atlantic to buzz Belize City and make it plain to the Guatemalans that Britain meant 
business in protecting that country. 

The third instance of the awe-inspiring performance of the Buccaneer is Red Flag, the United 
States annual air combat training exercise held each year at Nellis Air Force Base in Nevada, 
just outside La Vegas, when to use a well-known American military phrase the mighty Bucc 
ñknocked their socks off.ò 

It was in January 1972 that the Royal Navyôs 809 Squadron was despatched on an urgent and 
technically demanding mission to deter Guatemalan aggression against British Honduras 
(now Belize). The story is related by Rowland White in his book Phoenix Squadron: HMS Ark 
Royal. He wrote that é. when intelligence reached Whitehall that British Honduras was 
threatened with imminent invasion Britain's response was immediate and unequivocal.  

 Ark Royal offered the only 
effective means of preventing the 
little Central American country 
being overrun by Guatemalan 
forces. The ageing carrier 
endured a high-speed, 1,500-mile 
dash across the Atlantic towards 
the Gulf of Mexico and a position 
from where it could execute an 
audacious, record-breaking plan.   
Two stripped down Buccaneers 
flew out to "buzz" Belize City 
letting the Guatemalans know the 
Royal Navy was on its way.  

Red Flag 1977 in Nevada was the 
first time that the RAF had been 
invited to participate in the large 
US multi-threat environment 
exercise in which large packets 
of mixed aircraft are pitted 
against realistic simulated EW, 
AAA and SAM defences.   

Britain sent a Vulcan and 
Buccaneer detachment well 
practiced in the tactics of hard 
aggressive low-level flying.  One 
famous incident has passed into 
flying legend.  There is a news 
clip showing ña Buccaneer 
coming around a rock in the 
Nevada desertò when the 
commentator ñcompletely lost it.ò 
It started as "Here comes one of 
the British Buccaneers" and 
ended up as "LOOK AT THAT 
MOTHER GO".  
 
The BBC news magazine programme "Nationwide", which featured Red Flag, and the 
Buccaneer driver having what is loosely described as a "flying like a god" day.   
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Another reportôs footage showed a Buccaneer pilot using ñabsolutely very inch of airspace 
available.  The wingtip vortices were milk white and there was a sandstorm in his wake. The 
optical tracking USAF guys, were simulating a SAM site, and they had to keep the crosshairs 
on the Bucc for five seconds to score a kill.  

ñI remember the excitement in the control room, with various comments like "God Damn" and 
"That guy can fly" but the one that sticks in my mind, is the operator in charge of making the 
kill, towards the end, just screaming at the top of his voice "GO BABY GO BABY GO BABY 
GO"  

In RAF circles, the two Buccaneer low flying operations over Beirut were known as ñonce in a 
lifetime chance to fly between buildings in a capital city and over an international airport at not 
much above taxying height!  The RAF Cyprus detachment 'T' shirt had the motto "Real men fly 
through Beirut not over it". 

Fortuitously for Scribblings, Oliver Steward 

of UK Defence Journal used the month of 

February to raise another Buccaneer relevant 

question and askedééé 

Could keeping HMS Ark Royal have prevented 

the Falklands War? 

 

RETAINING HMS ARK ROYAL, would have been beneficial in the Falklands War and perhaps 
even prevented it.  Having another capital ship, which was an Audacious class aircraft carrier 
equipped with McDonnell Douglas Phantom FG.1 alongside Blackburn Buccaneers, would 
have been a huge asset, and potentially could have made a difference in the Falklands War 
and perhaps even have prevented it.  

I think the simple answer to the headline is yes, as there would have been greater air cover 
and range to protect the ships in the fleet, with Argentina well aware of this fact they may not 
have invaded.  This is very much a what if question, that has possibly been posed by other 
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scholars. The Royal Navy was in a middle of another round of defence cuts which would have 
meant some of the capital ships including HMS Invincible would have been sold.   

Interesting when you look into the political and strategic aspects that as early as 1966, the UK 
Defence White Paper had planned to scrap the British Aircraft carriers in the early 1970s, 
leaving Britain without an aircraft carrier capability.  However, a new government re-examined 
the case and found that only shore-based aircraft was not sufficient to provide the defence 
needs of our global interests which were óEast of the Suezô.  

Sadly, the political issue of saving money in spite of our defence needs was one which led to 
the ultimate decision to scrap Ark Royal, without a replacement fixed-wing aircraft carrier to 
fulfil her role and functions. It is worth noting that HMS Ark Royal, did have a sister ship in 
HMS Eagle.  

The ship entered HMNB Devonport, and was subsequently decommissioned on the 14th 
February 1979. Finally, the scrapping of HMS Ark Royal took place in 1980, and this marked an 
end to the Royal Navyôs ability to project conventional fixed-wing air-power. However, another 
interesting fact was that breaking up of Ark Royal took until 1983.   A question remains, could 
she have been brought back to service on time?   

During its last tour of duty, the aircraft complement of the Ark Royal was as follows: 14 
Buccaneer S2s, 12 Phantom FG1s, 4 Gannet AEW3 (pictured below), 1 Gannet COD4, 7 Sea 
King, and 2 Wessex helicopters. This is quite something and definitely would have been an 
effective deterrent. 

 

During its history, while HMS Ark Royal underwent many refits and innovations, it did suffer 
from technical issues due to the age of the vessel as it was built in 1944. However, sadly the 
aircraft carriers which replaced her were not able to be equipped with traditional aircraft. It is 
one of those what-if scenarios that can be debated, would it have stopped the war? 

There were also plans to sell the Australians the HMS Invincible, but after the Falklands war, 
and the government seeing the utility of this ship it was decided to cancel to sale. This is the 
case of accountancy over strategic necessity. This ship was invaluable during the Falklands 
conflict and should not be forgotten in its role as a key capital ship. 

This is seen in the case of the Centaur class aircraft carrier HMS Hermes which did see 
successful action in the Falklands, and it could arguably be the case, that its very survival 
along with the HMS Invincible was the reason the War in the Falklands was victorious for the 
British. HMS Hermes, was converted to a helicopter carrier, and then to a vertical take-off and 
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landing aircraft carrier ï suitable for the Harrier jump jets which were invaluable to military 
efforts during the Falklands War. 

My argument here is that with the ability to launch fixed-wing aircraft which HMS Ark Royal 
would have been able to, would have shifted the balance of power more favourably to the 
British Royal Navy, and provided even greater aircover while possibly deterring the war in the 
first place.  

While it needs to be said that the HMS Invincible along with the HMS Hermes, did a very 
effective job at providing air relief and cover to the task force, a third more capable aircraft 
carrier would have tilted the odds even more in our favour.  It was a mistake for the Ministry of 
Defence, despite the technical and mechanical difficulties which beset HMS Ark Royal, to have 
scrapped her unnecessarily 

A Forgotten Intervention: BRITFORLEB 
THIRTY-FIVE YEARS AGO, in February 1983 
a small force of British soldiers arrived in 
Beirut, with a handful of Ferret scout cars, 
to join a United States led Multi-National 
Force(MNF) in the war-torn city that was 
once regarded as a ñjewel of the 
Mediterranean.ò   

The 80 members of C Squadron Queenôs 
Dragoon Guards and a handful of ñloggiesò 
were there to fly the flag for Britain and 
support the peacekeeping initiative as eyes-
and-ears on the ground.   The city was in 
ruins after the battles of the previous year, 
and looked like Stalingrad in 1943. 

Backing them up was a flight of Buccaneer 
strike aircraft at RAF Akrotiri in nearby 
Cyprus which was to repeat the technique 
of low, loud and lively flight demonstrations 
over the city. 

Deploying with the 100 plus strong British 
Forces Lebanon (BRITFORLEB) was a two-
man news team which based itself on the 
Forceôs headquarters in a disused high-rise 
in the suburb of Hadath.  Their job was to 
tell the story of British experience of hearts-
and-minds operations to our allies in the 
MNF, to highlight the value of the Force to 
the international media and give the 
Dragoons in Beirut the publicity they deserved. 

The Beirut based press corps was much in their minds.  This hard-nosed bunch of journalists 
were experts in news gathering amid the politics and battles of the Middle East where Beirut 
had been described by a BBC reporter as a ñcrocodile infested swampò for his profession.   

The press teamôs additional mission was to help repair the Ministry of Defenceôs fractured 
military/media relationship following the Falklands War of 1982. Britainôs media was still 
smarting from a perceived reluctance on the part of the Armed Forces and the Government to 
engage in the South Atlantic and Whitehall.      

Much misinformation, indeed disinformation, was circulating about the ability, indeed 
willingness, of British forces to open up about their latest mission.  Did the news team 
succeed?  Subsequent Letters of thanks, a large cuttings portfolio and five pages of coverage 
in Soldier said éyes! 
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OPERATION HYPERION AND BRITISH 
PEACEKEEPERS IN LEBANON, 1982-1984. 
By: DR GERAINT HUGHES, Defence-In-Depth Research from the Defence Studies Department, 
King's College London 

THE ROUND TABLE, the Commonwealth Journal of International Affairs, published a special 
edition on óThe Commonwealth and Peacekeepingô, produced to mark over 60 years of 
peacekeeping operations since the establishment of UNEF after the 1956 Suez Crisis. This 
edition contained articles on Gender and Peacekeeping, on Oceaniaôs role in UN and other 
operations, as well as chapters focusing on Bangladesh, Ghana, Malawi, Rwanda and the 
United Kingdomôs approach to this type of military operation.  

While researching the latter, I included a brief description of the British Armyôs involvement in 
the US-led Multinational Force in Lebanon (MNF) from August 1982 to January 1984. This 
small-scale engagement of British troops has been overshadowed by the far more dramatic 
experiences of the US and French contingents, culminating in the Hezbollah suicide attacks on 
the US Marine and French barracks in Beirut on 23rd October 1983. 

One commonly quoted 
statistic is that the 
British armed forces 
have been involved in 
combat operations 
since 1945, with 1968 as 
the sole year in which 
UK military personnel 
were not in harmôs way. 
The British public are 
generally aware of 
conflicts such as the 
Falklands (1982), Gulf 
1990-1991, Northern 
Ireland (1969-1998), Iraq 
(2003-2011) and 

Afghanistan (2001-2014), but there are other military interventions which involved British 
troops which have disappeared from popular memory. 

Hyperion is one of these forgotten missions, partly because the British contingent to the MNF 
(BRITFORLEB) was far smaller than the US, French or Italian contributions. The UK had at 
most 115 personnel committed to this ill-fated operation in Lebanon, compared to the 1,800 
US, 1,657 French and 1,291 Italian troops on the ground. Aside from a 1986 article by John 
Mackinlay, a brief discussion in John Pimlottôs coffee-table book on post-war British military 
operations, and a couple of snide comments in Robert Fiskôs account of the Lebanese civil 
war, there is very little discussion on BRITFORLEB and its deployment.  

In April 1975 Lebanon became embroiled in a protracted, complex and often brutal civil war 
involving militias from its main confessional and ethnic communities, Palestinian armed 
groups in exile, and the armed forces of both Syria (in 1976) and Israel (in 1978 and 1982). 
Lebanon also became a battleground for a proxy war waged by other regional actors, notably 
Iran (which established Hezbollah), Iraq, Saudi Arabia and Libya, and the focus of a UN 
peacekeeping mission in the South from 1978.  

Western intervention was preceded by the Israeli invasion of Lebanon in June 1982, with the 
Likud governmentôs aim being to destroy the Palestine Liberation Organisationôs base in the 
South of the country, and to impose a Christian Maronite regime in Beirut that would make 
peace with Israel. This policy collapsed on 14th September 1982 when the pro-Israeli 
President, Bashir Gemayel, was assassinated in a car-bombing in the Lebanese capital. 
Gemayelôs militia, the Falange, assaulted the Palestinian refugee camps of Sabra and Shatila 

https://www.kcl.ac.uk/sspp/departments/dsd/people/dsd-a-to-z/hughes.aspx
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http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00358533.2017.1352148
http://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/00358533.2017.1352148
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjytp-2lc_UAhXBDcAKHSUADZsQFggkMAE&url=https%3A%2F%2Fjournals.lib.unb.ca%2Findex.php%2FJCS%2Farticle%2Fdownload%2F14734%2F15803&usg=AFQjCNEWhiSdp3UsqHg5nU6QkNW_XzIhFA
https://www.google.co.uk/url?sa=t&rct=j&q=&esrc=s&source=web&cd=2&cad=rja&uact=8&ved=0ahUKEwjytp-2lc_UAhXBDcAKHSUADZsQFggkMAE&url=https%3A%2F%2Fjournals.lib.unb.ca%2Findex.php%2FJCS%2Farticle%2Fdownload%2F14734%2F15803&usg=AFQjCNEWhiSdp3UsqHg5nU6QkNW_XzIhFA
https://www.amazon.co.uk/British-Military-Operations-1945-1984-Pimlott/dp/B007Z25XLC
https://www.amazon.co.uk/Pity-Nation-Lebanon-at-War/dp/0192801309/ref=sr_1_4?s=books&ie=UTF8&qid=1498056223&sr=1-4&keywords=Robert+Fisk
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the same evening, massacring up to 1,700 civilians while the Israeli Defence Force cordoned 
these camps off. 

The massacres shocked and embarrassed Ronald Reaganôs administration, not only because 
of Israelôs indirect culpability, but because a US-led intervention (MNF-1) had overseen the 
evacuation of PLO fighters from Beirut. After a furious interagency dispute pitting the 
Secretary of State George Shultz and the Secretary of Defense Caspar Weinberger, Reagan 

decided to commit US 
troops to bolster the 
Lebanese government ï now 
led by the dead Presidentôs 
brother, Amin Gemayel ï 
and sought the backing of 
European allies for this 
second intervention (MNF-2). 
Italy and France (the latter 
being the colonial authority 
from 1920 to 1943) readily 
offered their support. The 
question was whether 
Britain, the USAôs main ally, 
would do the same. 

American requests for 
support in Lebanon posed a 
dilemma for the British 
Prime Minister, Margaret 

Thatcher. She was firmly committed to the maintenance of the óspecial relationshipô with the 
USA, and had forged a close political partnership with Reagan. However, Thatcher shared the 
MoDôs reluctance to become embroiled in the Lebanese conflict. The British armed forces 
were overstretched by their commitments with NATO and Northern Ireland, as well as with the 
task of garrisoning the sovereign base areas of Cyprus and (following the war with Argentina) 
the Falkland Islands. 

She was also concerned about the safety of any British soldiers deployed to Beirut in the 
middle of a multi-faceted civil war, and was able to fend of US requests for assistance for at 
least three months. 

Thatcher came under pressure from the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO), and from 
the Foreign Secretary Francis Pym, to send troops to augment the MNF. Pym stressed that 
Britain owed its superpower ally for backing it against Argentina during the Falklands War, 
and argued that any backing for the Gemayel government would be warmly welcomed by 
ómoderateô pro-Western Arab rulers. While the latter argument made little impression on the 
Prime Minister, the importance of the óspecial relationshipô made it difficult to keep rejecting 
the Reagan administrationôs requests for aid.  

On 15th December 1982 she agreed to send a Squadron of 80 soldiers from the 1st Queenôs 
Dragoon Guards ï assigned to the UN peacekeeping force in Cyprus ï to Beirut. BRITFORLEB 
was sent to the Lebanon in early February 1983, being the first British soldiers to serve in that 
country since the April-May 1941 war against Vichy France. This small force was based in the 
East Beirut district of Regie Hadath, and in November they were relieved by a 115-strong unit 
from the 16th/5th Royal Lancers. 

Like their MNF comrades, the British contingent faced a volatile situation on the ground. Its 
troops were frequently shot at, and a flight of Buccaneer strike jets was placed on stand-by at 
RAF Akrotiri in Cyprus, ready to provide air support if needed.  

The prospect of BRITFORLEB coming under a sustained attack from one of the warring 
factions was unsurprisingly a constant concern, amplified by the Hezbollah truck bombings 
against the US Marine and French airborne barracks in October 1983.  Two days after the 
attacks General Sir Frank Kitson, the UK Land Forces Commander, flew into Beirut to review 
the security situation of the British MNF contingent. He had planned to fly to the US base in 
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the city to express personal condolences to Colonel Timothy J. Geraghty (the commanding 
officer of the US Marine contingent), but his helicopter was diverted mid-flight after reports 
that a second suspected truck bomber was inbound sent the Marines on alert.  

The decision by the US, French and Italian governments to evacuate MNF in February 1984 
clearly came as a great relief to Thatcher and her ministers, as it meant that BRITFORLEB 
could be extracted from Beirut along with their allies (on 8th February) without suffering any 
fatalities. 

One factor that probably saved British lives was the fact that the UK government ï like Italyôs, 
but unlike the USA or France ï was determined that it would remain impartial. The security of 
the US and French MNF contingents was compromised by the fact that both the Reagan 

administration and Francois Mitterrandôs 
government became embroiled in the civil war by 
effectively aligning with Gemayel; the fateful step 
being the shelling of Druze positions in the Shouf 
mountains by the US Navy on 5th September 
1983.   

BRITFORLEB Ferret Scout Cars on patrol in East 
Beirut. The British contingent was a neutral actor 
in the Lebanese civil war, as the Thatcher 
government sought to avoid intervention. 

Both the USA and France were also the targets of 
proxy warfare by Iran ï the former because it was 
the Islamic Revolutionôs óGreat Satanô, the latter 
because it was aligned with Saddam Hussein 
during the Iran-Iraq war ï hence the Hezbollah 
suicide attacks in October 1983. In contrast, 
British officials recognised the fact that 
Gemayelôs government existed in name only, and 
that as far as Shiite, Sunni and Druze factions 
were concerned both it and the Lebanese Armed 
Forces were just another faction in the civil war. 

BRITFORLEB remained above the fray, and its 
headquarters in Regie Hadath became a useful 
location for brokering local ceasefires. The lack of 
an overall command structure for the MNF meant 

that the Thatcher government alone shaped the British contingentôs role and rules of 
engagement, the latter being very much limited to self-defence.  British soldiers serving on 
Operation Hyperion faced a complex civil war with multiple potential hostile actors, and often 
came under fire. The Hezbollah suicide attacks on the US and French contingents in October 
1983 illustrated the extent of the threats they faced.  

Operation Hyperion was a limited liability mission. The commitment of BRITFORLEB was 
made reluctantly, and the decision to send British troops to East Beirut was made solely to 
cement Anglo-American relations (and, to a certain degree, to preserve the goodwill of allied 
Arab regimes) rather than on any presumption that the MNF could impose peace upon 
Lebanon. The Thatcher governmentôs calculations were realistic, if pusillanimous, and even if 
the troop commitment was small the soldiers involved faced considerable risks to themselves. 

Yet in retrospect, it is also significant that with the MNF the UK sent only a token military 
contribution to an American-led mission, in contrast with recent operations in Afghanistan 
(2001-2014) and Iraq (2003-2011) where Britain has presumed to act as the USAôs lead ally on 
the ground, without ensuring that operations in Helmand and Basra can be sustained.  

With BRITFORLEB, the government at the time was wary of overstretching the armed forces as 
a whole, and of undermining more strategically vital commitments, and did the bare minimum 
to keep the UKôs superpower ally happy. Sound criteria, perhaps, for their successors in 
considering any future discretionary military operations overseas. 
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https://books.google.co.uk/books?id=asGHCwAAQBAJ&pg=PA216&lpg=PA216&dq=So+it+was+with+the+military,+who+always+insisted+on+taking+the+leading+subordinate+position+for&source=bl&ots=95pbQ0kwg-&sig=GTe9pU2KDlXhrmtUEnQYBLTSAOM&hl=en&sa=X&ved=0ahUKEwj8gIec49vUAhVKchQKHaxWCxYQ6AEIIjAA#v=onepage&q=So%20it%20was%20with%20the%20military%2C%20who%20always%20insisted%20on%20taking%20the%20leading%20subordinate%20position%20for&f=false
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