














and try to patch up the hole in 
the boiler room. I told my stokers 
and the seamen, ‘if we come under 
attack, drop me in the water‘. But 
the sea was so cold that I soon told 
them, ‘Don’t drop me in the water 
again. I would rather get shot than 
freeze to death!’ I spent about four-
and-a-half hours in near-freezing 
conditions, hanging from ropes as I 
patched up the side.”

Townsend and his team then had 
to address the second bomb and 
they worked for four days to remove 
it: “The second bomb, which set off 
two Seacats when it landed in the 
magazine, could not be defused. We 
had to rig ropes and pulleys to get 
the bomb up to the second deck, 
and then we cut a hole in the side 
of the ship and put it overboard. 
Most of the ship’s company were 
taken off while we were doing that. 

It was frightening – we were under 
constant threat of air attack. I was 
too busy getting on with the job. 
I didn’t sleep for four days. We 
were given pills called ‘pinkies’ and 
‘blueies’, to keep us awake and then, 
right at the end, to sedate us. 

“After getting rid of the bombs, 
engineers came on board to weld 
up the hole above the magazine 
where the forward bomb had been 
removed. A spark ignited the diesel 
fumes in the mattresses and clothing 
in the mess deck and the ship 
caught fire yet again. We fought this 
blaze for three hours.”

It was decided the ship could be 
saved, and Argonaut limped home 
to Plymouth, Devon. “We were the 
first ship to return home. They tried 
to keep it quiet, but we got in at 9am 
on a Saturday.” He was met on the 
quayside on June 26 by his wife, 
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FALKL AND S WAR HEROES

Falklands War Heroes, 
which is out now, is the 
new book written by 
Lord Ashcroft (Michael 
Ashcroft) ahead of the 
40th anniversary of 
the 1982 conflict. It 
has two main aims: to 
champion great acts 
of valour, and raise 
money for good causes (all author’s 
royalties are being donated to military 
charities). The Falklands Conflict may 
prove to be the last ‘colonial’ war that 
Britain ever fights. Fought 8,000 miles 
from home soil, it cost the lives of 255 
British military personnel, with many 
more wounded, some seriously.

There were many witnessed acts of 
outstanding courage after a strong task 
force was sent to regain the islands from 
the Argentine invaders. Soldiers, sailors 
and airmen risked, and in some cases 
gave, their lives for the freedom of the 
islanders. Falklands War Heroes – the 
seventh book in Lord Ashcroft’s ‘Heroes’ 
series – tells the stories behind his 
collection of gallantry and service medals 
awarded for the war. The collection, 
almost certainly the largest of its kind in 
the world, spans all the major events of 
the ten-week conflict. The book, which 
contains nearly 40 separate write-
ups on war veterans, can be ordered 
from Biteback, the publishers, or from 
Amazon. See: falklandswarheroes.com
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ABOVE ARGENTINE 
JETS, SUCH AS A-4 
SKYHAWKS AND THIS 
IAI DAGGER, USED 
TERRAIN TO MASK 
THEIR APPROACHES 
AND OFTEN FLEW 
BELOW MAST HEIGHT. 
THEY HAD ONLY 
SECONDS TO SELECT 
AND ENGAGE 
THEIR TARGET 
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BELOW BRITISH SHIPS 
OPERATING IN THE SAN 
CARLOS WATER AND 
THE FALKLAND SOUND 
WERE VULNERABLE 
TO HIGH-SPEED, 
EXTREMELY LOW-LEVEL 
AIR ATTACKS. SHOWN, 
THE MV ‘NORLAND’ 
STRADDLED BY BOMBS 
AFTER DISEMBARKING 
MEN OF 2 PARA. LEFT 
IS RFA ‘STROMNESS’ 
AND RIGHT IS HMS 
‘INTREPID’, MAY 21, 
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Mary, and his brother, Barry.
On May 23, Staff Sergeant Jim 

Prescott of 49 EOD (Explosive 
Ordnance Disposal) Squadron, 
Royal Engineers, who had worked on 
making safe the bomb on Argonaut, 
was killed defusing one of two 



unexploded bombs on    
HMS Antelope. His colleague 
WO2 Phillips lost an arm.

Townsend later told his local 
newspaper: “I don’t think of myself 
as a hero. All I wanted was to get 
on with my job. The ship was my 
home as well as that of 250 others. I 
was paid to do it, so I thought I had 
better get on with it – and 8,000 
miles is a long way to swim home.”

On November 25, 1982, 
he attended an investiture at 
Buckingham Palace, receiving his 
DSM from the Queen. He was 
accompanied by his wife and 
their two children, Simone and 
David (his son served 34 years 
in the navy). When I purchased 
Townsend’s medal group in 2011, 
it came with two pieces of the 
bomb that landed in the forward 
magazine and a large aluminium 
ring that attached the tailfin to the 
bomb itself. Both bombs that hit 

Argonaut were British, sold to the 
Argentines several years previously. 
It appears the Argentines failed to 
adjust the timing mechanisms given 
the extremely low altitudes at which 
they were dropping them.

My tribute
Michael Townsend left the navy 
after being overlooked for a role 
he wanted. He was discharged in 
August 1983, age 40, and worked 
in the pub trade, in agricultural 
engineering and as a civil servant. 
He retired as a civilian commanding 
officer of an army unit aged 65. He 
has five grandchildren and does 
voluntary work, including serving 
on various NHS management 
boards. He is a keen mountaineer, 
walker and boating enthusiast. 
Reflecting on the Falklands, he told 
me: “It was a just war. We had to go 

down there because the 
islanders were British. I 
am proud to have played 
my part.”

Chris Pollard was posted 
as a lieutenant to HMS 
Nottingham before retiring 
in 1986. He worked for 
two breweries as an 
area manager and was a 
lieutenant-commander 
in the Royal Naval 
Reserve until 1998. 
In 1992, he joined the 
Sultan of Oman’s Royal 
Yacht Squadron. Semi-
retired and living in Hull, 
he has recently turned 
his hobby into a job, 
working part-time as a 
cook. He is divorced with 
three children and three 
grandchildren. Reflecting 

40 years on, he told me: “I am very 
proud of what the navy achieved. 
It was remarkable to go from a 
standing start to a full-blown war in 
just one week and achieve what we 
did. Very few organisations could 
have done it. I feel sadness too for 
the people who didn’t come back 
but, unfortunately, that’s war.”

The contribution of the navy 
in recapturing the Falklands is 
immeasurable. My tribute to these 
men and those like them, Falklands 
War Heroes, does not seek to 
provide a definitive account of the 
war at sea – that has already been 
fulfilled by many other excellent 
books. However, I do try to provide 
insight into the bravery of some of 
those who served at sea, particularly 
their gallantry during the losses 
of some of the Royal Navy’s finest 
ships and most courageous men.�
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“I told them, ‘If we come under attack, drop me in the water.’ 
But the sea was so cold that I soon told them, ‘Don’t drop me in the water again. 

I would rather get shot than freeze to death!"
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ABOVE FORMER 
CHIEF ENGINEERING 
MECHANIC MICHAEL 
TOWNSEND WAS 
AWARDED THE DSM 

BELOW HMS 
‘ARGONAUT’, 
REPAIRED AND 
REFITTED, ON THE 
POTOMAC RIVER IN 
1985 NARA

ABOVE RIGHT
TOWNSEND AND FAMILY 
AT BUCKINGHAM 
PALACE IN 1982. HE  
HAD BEEN DESCRIBED 
AS “FEARLESS AND 
RESOLUTE” WHEN HIS 
SHIP WAS BOMBED 
BOTH IMAGES 
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LORD ASHCROFT


