
Business as Usual 
by Jean-Claude Duvalier 

 

[Some technical details have been altered to protect the identity and military tactics 

of those involved.] 

 

Still inside the hangar, I climbed into the familiar cockpit; the plane now in high 

altitude decor with the 3
rd

 Squadron identification letters still visible in outline along 

the side. “3-A-204” which makes my call sign ‘Armada 204’ but I don’t expect there 

to be much conversation today - they don’t speak much of my lingo and, despite the 

name ‘Suarez’ on my flying suit and helmet, I don’t understand much Spanish. This 

means that if we do need to converse it will have to be (heaven help us) – in English! 

 

I took off from Rio Grande military airfield early in the morning. Following the 

sinking of the Belgrano I don’t think the Vincentio de Mayo is going to play any part 

in this conflict – at least they saved the planes by heading back into port. There are 

three A4’s – Skyhawks – about 3,000 metres below me in visual range which form the 

basis of my protection and there will be others out of visual on my right flank. Getting 

more than ten aircraft up at the same time is a real struggle but today we managed it. 

 

They call us ‘technicians’ just as the Americans used ‘military advisers’ in Vietnam 

and we’re here to honor our contract for training and instruction – of course there’s 

nothing like a live demonstration to improve the locals’ level of competence. So here 

I am at 14,000 metres, all on my own, in my favorite plane. Having said that it has 

little combat capability and the Argie pilots hate it. How we ever managed to sell the 

Super Etendard to them I will never understand but then there’s a lot more to these 

deals than meets the eye. They could have bought a lot more suitable combat aircraft 

– especially from the Ruskies – but no they had to get a highly specialised machine 

with virtually only one purpose – to launch the Exocet missile – but at that it excels. 

 

Launching an AM39 ‘Exocet’ (the best air-to-ship and ship-to-ship missile of its 

generation) is rather complicated even from a ground base but from an aircraft it takes 

years of training to get it right – hence their noticeable failure to get any hits on the 

British fleet. 

 

Because it’s designed to sink a ship, the missile is inevitably rather heavy and because 

it’s designed for delivery by carrier-based aircraft it’s only possible to carry one at a 

time. You can’t sling it under the fuselage because of the clearance – so it has to go 

under the wing. You can hardly take off from a carrier with a two tonne weight under 

one wing and nothing to balance it so we place a large drop tank of fuel under the 

other wing which enables us to fly further and more or less straight and true. However 

as we burn fuel the trim becomes more difficult and just when it’s at its worst – at the 

limit of the aircraft’s range – you have to fire the missile accurately to pick up the 

target selected off the Agave radar. This is not impossible but you also have to 

navigate yourself to the target besides contending with the BF radar warning system 

and the 3141 Electronic Counter Measures pod - which is why most planes like this 

now carry a navigator/armourer. It’s hardly surprising that the Argies prefer to bomb 

with 500 pounders from the Skyhawks! 

 



Anyway the marketing department back home are less than pleased about the success 

rate of the launches and so they were looking for a ‘more robust mission success 

ratio’ which will inevitably increase sales to every country which is looking to take on 

its neighbour or even a second rate ‘super-power’. 

 

That’s where we come in – the ‘Three Musketeers’ they call us: Jean-Luc, Jean-Louis 

and myself, Jean-Claude. We have flown Etendards from carriers all over the world; 

we are still, despite being past retirement age, regarded as some of the best strike 

pilots in the business. We have not, however, until we were ‘invited to complete our 

training mission’ that is, ever launched an Exocet against a live target under combat 

conditions. 

 

I check on the multi-purpose Agave radar to see what’s going on and run my checks 

on the Sagem attack system. As I can’t yet see the forward picket there’s not too 

much danger of anyone locking radar on to me yet but I switch on the BF radar 

warning system anyway. The A4’s should take that pressure off me in any case. 

 

I start to scan for the picket – the Royal Navy’s forward scout which will pick up the 

attacking aircraft on its radar before they are apparent to the main task force. I 

suppose they drew the short straw just as I did today. But who will it be– one of the 

type 42 destroyers – Birmingham, Coventry, Glasgow? At least it won’t be Sheffield 

– Jean-Luc put paid to her last week and since then they’ve put one of the more 

modern Broadsword class frigates to ride shotgun and give them better firepower. 

Sheffield’s problem was that she could only hold her Sea Dart on to one attacking 

target at a time – so when she was faced by three aircraft she had no chance. Even 

then we lost two of the three attacking Etendards - fortunately those flown by the 

locals. Only Jean-Luc got back safely. Jean-Louis is not scheduled to fly his single 

‘contracted’ mission until we know the result of mine. On reflection I suppose this is 

what the game is all about – it’s no good developing all this new technology if you 

never have a chance to try it out under proper field conditions.  

 

My mind wanders to the reports in the British press about the Belgrano. We need the 

Argies to get some success with the ship borne version of the Exocet and she was the 

one to do it – or she would have been - but for Conqueror getting her oar in first. One 

of the Brits’ own MP’s is saying the she should not have been attacked as she was 

steaming away from the action. If only they could work out why she was heading 

back to the mainland - to come in helicopter range and pick up the only two guys who 

could enable them to fire their ship based Exocets! And who do you think they are? – 

well they not called Carlos or Fernandez. 

 

After what seems like an eternity I find the picket – probably a destroyer and a frigate 

but they are well off my beam. It’s up to the A4’s to deal with them and no doubt they 

already have Harriers from Invincible warming up their Sidewinders to meet them. 

No heroics and dogfights – the taskforce aircraft don’t want to mix it with the 

Argentine pilots in the Skyhawks who are renowned for the flying skill and bravery. 

The Harriers will take out as many as they can with their proximity fused sidewinders 

and go back to re-arm. The old F4’s from Hermes will pursue the survivors and knock 

out as many as they can on the return run – assuming some have survived the wall of 

steel over the ships that they have bombed. The attrition rate is horrendous – worse 

than the Battle of Britain though the Argentine propaganda machine makes light of it. 



 

I’m level with the pickets now, though they are masked from view by low cloud, and 

the radar profiles of the main task force are coming up in the long range view – of 

course if I can see them they can probably see me. I run over my launch check list 

again - everything must be just right. The missile must be dropped just inside its 

maximum range but I must get it away before the forward defences can take me down 

with their own missiles. Being on my own I am very vulnerable to any individual 

long-range missile if they launch it at the wrong time (for me that is). I descend to 

10,000 metres to pick up a little speed and pray that they think I’m an A4 with a bomb 

– in that case they will keep their missiles in the launchers until later rather than risk 

missing me. I don’t expect to be troubled by the sidewinders at this height but I am 

going to have trouble making out the targets. 

 

My instructions are clear – I must attack one of the capital ships – not a destroyer or 

frigate – it must be Hermes or Invincible. There are three problems with this: firstly 

Hermes is tending to stay behind the shield of smaller ships and is difficult to get at; 

secondly making out which is Invincible, as its profile varies according to the counter 

measures and the helicopter decoys which throw out chaff; thirdly and this would be 

bad news – that I take out Canberra or Uganda – the Brits’ hospital ships. 

Unfortunately my Exocet has to be launched well before I can have sight of the white 

ships with their red crosses and the task force do not transmit identification codes. 

 

To counter this I have a precise briefing on today’s set-up for the task force fleet. This 

must be based on the Brits’ own data decoded at home or the US satellite data which 

(supposedly) only the Brits have access to. Either way there are four large profiles 

that I have to interpret. On my port and back a bit will be Hermes, to the centre will 

be Invincible and to the starboard will be Atlantic Conveyor. Canberra and the smaller 

Uganda will be in the centre well back behind Invincible. Of course the Conveyor 

being a large transport should show up much bigger and Invincible should show the 

smaller profile. Also the Conveyor has no defensive capability other than serving as 

an overnight ‘car park’ for the Harriers from Invincible. She should not, therefore, 

emit any offensive radar profile which is detectable on the BF. 

 

I can now see the whole fleet on my long range radar and there, as expected, I can 

make out the pattern as outlined in this mornings briefing – I have been told to go 

after Hermes if she is still on the flank of the main fleet as this will give me the best 

chance of survival against the pursuing Phantoms that must already be taking off from 

her decks. 

 

Port HERMES; Centre INVINCIBLE; Starboard CONVEYOR, rear CANBERRA – I 

go through the set-up again and confirm the match with the briefing. I am waiting for 

the final confirmation – a hostile radar lock from Hermes that will confirm that she is 

a combatant. I MUST NOT HIT CANBERRA! 

 

The BF starts it warning tone and confirms the source as my intended target;  I line up 

on the target and check that I am now well within range; every second of delay risks 

my own life and plane; I arm the Sagem attack computer and lock on to the left radar 

blip; the missile drops away and ignites. As the weight is lost from the right wing the 

plane bucks up and to the left; I pull hard on the stick and continue the left turn until 

the plane is heading back to the mainland; I jettison the drop tank from the left wing 



and accelerate to full power. The BF radar warning goes silent so they have probably 

locked on to the missile instead of me; I leave the ECM running whilst I make my 

way back past the picket which is still under attack from the A4’s. 

 

On landing I note more A4’s taking off to attack the fleet. I want to wish them luck 

but my instructions are clear - talk to no-one and do not leave the aircraft until told. 

After landing, I taxi into the back of the empty hanger and as the steps are rolled up 

the ‘real’ Suarez steps up to open the pod. I dismount and he takes my place. As I 

linger, out of sight, at the back of the hanger, he taxis the plane out through the front 

hanger doors where the Marshall of the Air Force and a group of politicians are 

waiting to greet him. There is a small crowd and they are cheering him – ‘Hermes 

sunk’ they are chanting – a politician is making a short speech to the TV cameras 

about the turning point of the war. This is the fourth time he has announced the 

sinking of HMS Hermes. 

 

I change into my technicians’ suit and walk back to the quarters. My colleagues have 

been watching the TV and monitoring the news. We can’t get the BBC television or 

radio direct but we get the World Service patched through by the embassy. Everyone 

all over the world is talking about the Exocet missile. 

 

I hear John Knott’s words as he delivers the verdict on my mornings work. 

 

“The Ministry of Defence wishes to announce, with great regret, the loss, this 

morning, at 0930 hours, of the Atlantic Conveyor......................” 

 

-------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------------- 

 

Jean-Louis never got to fly his mission. The Marketing Department in Toulouse 

decided that the fallout from any bad publicity was too risky. Neither did we get 

congratulated for a job well done but that’s the way things are.  

 

My motto is to just get on with things – anyway - I’m off to Baghdad for a holiday. 

 

Business as usual? 

 


