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		1. Introduction

		In the early morning mist of 3 May 1940, the cruiser HMS Carlisle was slipping out of a Norwegian fjord. Able Seaman Charles Hutchinson manned his anti-aircraft gun, hungry and tired after a long and sleepless night. Since the previous evening, British and French ships had been rescuing 5,700 soldiers from the besieged port of Namsos. With the town now abandoned to German forces, Carlisle was part of a small convoy making a break for home. Lookouts strained their tired eyes. On the exposed upper deck, the gunners waited for the inevitable alarm.

		Shortly before nine o’clock, the first German bombers were spotted swooping over the mountains which lined the fjord. It was the beginning of six hours of sustained attack as the convoy made its way out to sea. ‘Hell’s pandemonium started,’ wrote Hutchinson soon afterwards, ‘planes attacking from all angles, and I couldn’t describe it if I wanted to. No-one except those taking part could ever realise it … It was like Hell let loose.’

		Junkers 88s dropped their payloads from high altitude while ships veered from side to side, near misses sending torrents of water into the air. Stuka dive-bombers screamed as they flew down towards their targets. Some aimed for a French troopship directly ahead of Carlisle, while Hutchinson and the other gunners put up their barrage, empty shell casings piling up on the deck beside them. It was not long before the nearby French destroyer Bison was hit and sinking rapidly. Hutchinson watched as some of her sailors managed to scramble aboard the British destroyer HMS Afridi. They enjoyed little respite: Afridi was struck later in the afternoon, capsizing and taking ninety-two souls to the bottom of the Norwegian Sea.

		Safely back at the naval base of Scapa Flow, nestled at the heart of the Orkneys, the sailors could reflect on their experiences. ‘Now, when I think of the episode I marvel at it,’ wrote Hutchinson in a battered notebook, ‘how everyone on the ship and particularly on the guns stuck it without any panic during the heavy raids, as really I don’t think it would have surprised anybody if some of them had panicked and run as it was a Hell of an experience.’ The gunners had managed to fend off the attacks on the troopships, saving thousands of lives, and had destroyed several bombers in the process. ‘I’ll never forget the sight,’ wrote Hutchinson of one ill-fated enemy plane. ‘It was high in the air and it wobbled and then down it came. We watched it with a fiendish delight. We must be funny creatures – in peace-time one wouldn’t harm a fly, then taking a
			delight in seeing them crash to their doom.’

		Charles Hutchinson was twenty-six. From East Yorkshire, he had volunteered for the Humber Division of the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve before the war, and had been mobilized in August 1939. He began writing his diary at the start of 1940, filling notebooks with his thoughts during idle moments in quiet corners, and even scribbling beside the gun up on deck while trying to protect the paper from the elements. This was an entirely new habit for a man with an ordinary working-class background, and the enthusiasm with which he took to it caused him some surprise. ‘I certainly have written some of these lines in queer places and positions,’ he noted. ‘I don’t know what’s come over me to write all this, but I should never remember it all so I thought if I wrote just what I thought each day it would be more natural.’

		In his cramped mess, where men lived and slept shoulder-to-shoulder, Hutchinson’s constant writing was soon noticed. ‘Look at old Hutch digging out,’ he recorded one of his shipmates saying, ‘Old H. G. Wells hasn’t a bloody look-in.’ Most of his friends believed he was composing long letters home, but in fact his new-found hobby was driven by an almost obsessive desire to record his experiences:

		
			This has caught hold of me and now it seems to fascinate me into writing, as even when the raids were on I used to be thinking: ‘I shall have to remember this one’, and trying to keep in my mind the wording of it, but often it is a few hours after before I have the opportunity of writing it down. I usually tear a few pages out and keep them with me and I fill my pen and sit in a quiet place and write, but I have to be quick and unseen or I should be rushed in as insane.

		

		On 10 May 1940, only a few days after Carlisle’s return from Norway, rumours began to pass through the ship that German troops and tanks had invaded Belgium and Holland. One man from each mess was granted permission to visit the wardroom to listen to the six o’clock news on the radio along with the officers. Neville Chamberlain had resigned, to be replaced as Prime Minister by Winston Churchill. The French army and the British Expeditionary Force had mobilized to meet the German advance. Here, finally, was the confrontation expected since the declaration of war in September 1939. ‘Everyone seems certain it will be for the best,’ wrote Hutchinson, ‘and the war will soon be over now. I hope so, but I hope the civil population hasn’t to go through the same experience as us.’

		The war at sea appears at first glance to have been somehow less human than other campaigns, shaped more by technology and intelligence, strategy and firepower, than by people. Much of the sailor’s experience of war was unfamiliar: an array of complex machinery and novel technology; an alien environment matched by a unique culture and language; battles fought in far-flung locations, many entirely foreign to those without sea-going experience. All this has resulted in an almost unavoidable anthropomorphism: ships, not their sailors, are too often seen as the main characters. Yet ships were weapons, not protagonists.

		In September 1941, the social survey organization Mass Observation asked people what they thought about the Royal Navy. The public held the navy in high esteem, it reported, but considered the service ‘an anonymous and efficient organisation’. One interviewee said that ‘the navy is doing a tremendous job with its usual silence and courage’. Sailors, another commented, did ‘lots of dull, dangerous work bravely and well’. The problem, suggested the Mass Observation report, was that the navy was more remote than the army or the air force. ‘People know less about the Navy than the other Forces,’ it stated. The experiences of sailors were more difficult to identify with. People thought about the navy in a ‘less personal way’. Epitomizing the public mood, one respondent admitted, ‘I know no sailors but I think they are heroic.’

		Some sailors felt that the general population would never truly understand their experiences. ‘I don’t think anyone could realise what sort of a life we lead,’ wrote one rating in 1939, ‘even if you told them the facts.’ Over the course of the war, writers and film-makers attempted to portray life at sea in a manner which would capture the public’s imagination. Nicholas Monsarrat’s H.M. Corvette and Ludovic Kennedy’s Sub-Lieutenant vividly depicted the duties of an officer in a small warship. Noël Coward’s acclaimed film In Which We Serve, released in 1942, told the personal stories of the officers and men of a destroyer sunk in the Mediterranean. In his 1944 novel Very Ordinary Seaman, J. P. W. Mallalieu used his own experiences of the lower deck to write from the perspective of the average rating. He warned his civilian readers not to
			romanticize the sailor, but rather to see him as an ordinary man with a duty to uphold:

		
			You may think that sailors are always what they seem to be when they’re ashore: carefree, happy-go-lucky, and clean. But at sea they are dirty, unromantic, and damp. Forget the sailor with the navy-blue eyes and remember the one with his stomach torn out by a red-hot tracer shell. But don’t think of sailors as heroes, either. They are not heroes – not in any storybook sense. They ‘drip’, they ‘chuck their hands in’, they are afraid. Think of us as we really are – boys and young men who want to come home, but who go on going to sea and meeting the horrors which the sea can bring, partly because we have to, partly because we feel instinctively that there is not room in the world for both us and for the Nazis.

		

		Personal diaries were strictly forbidden, but this did not prevent many sailors – both officers and ratings – from recording their thoughts on paper. Some, like Charles Hutchinson, wrote every day in pocket diaries, notepads or loose sheaves, storing them in their lockers and ‘ditty boxes’. Some officers used typewriters. A few produced reams, others jotted down the occasional line. Many transcribed their notes more expansively once home on leave, or while their ship was in port. Midshipmen – teenaged trainee officers – were required to keep a journal detailing their professional and personal responses to what they witnessed at sea and ashore. In their letters home, usually censored to remove any sensitive information, sailors reported back to their loved ones and acquaintances. Some were reticent, unwilling or unable to express their emotions. Others were effusive, freely explaining their thoughts and
			fears.

		This book is a people’s history of the sailor’s war, inspired by these writings. It draws upon the experiences of individuals to create a human panorama. It seeks to explore everyday concerns as well as to describe extraordinary experiences; to capture the emotional and personal responses of sailors and naval personnel to the situations in which they found themselves.

		The Royal Navy was an immensely diverse organization. Sailors served in towering battleships and aircraft carriers, fast cruisers and versatile destroyers. Some crewed small motor launches which operated around the coasts, others manned converted fishing trawlers. Submariners formed a distinctive caste, as did the Royal Marines and the aircrew and pilots of the Fleet Air Arm. The Women’s Royal Naval Service was a vital part of the wartime organization, even if only a few women went to sea. The Commonwealth also provided personnel: Canadians, South Africans, Australians and New Zealanders all served aboard British ships. Any one vessel required a multitude of talents: from stokers and artificers in the engine room to teams loading and firing guns; from wireless operators, coders and signalmen to galley cooks; from electrical specialists to administrative staff; from officers versed in engineering or navigation to those expert
			in torpedoes or gunnery.

		Over the course of the war the career regulars of the peacetime navy were joined by tens of thousands of mobilized reservists – many from the merchant navy – and then by the wartime volunteers and draftees who eventually formed the bulk of the navy’s personnel. Distinctions continued for some time between these groups, on a psychological as well as a practical level. Ultimately, however, these differences were less significant than the fact that every member of the Royal Navy shared a common duty. Perhaps most importantly, every sailor retained an emotional link with Britain or the Empire. This was a central part of the sailor’s psychological condition. Whether home was romanticized or criticized, pined for or escaped from, it was a defining feature of a sailor’s everyday concerns. But whether they were regulars, reservists, volunteers or draftees, each was ultimately serving the same society with
			the same purpose. Just as they were all sailors, so were they all citizens.

		Sailors shaped the nature of Britain’s war. Great Britain was a maritime superpower. It presided over an empire of 530 million people and 13 million square miles. It could exploit the resources of the Dominions, of islands in the West Indies, of much of sub-Saharan Africa, of India, and of territories in south-east Asia and the Far East. Britain governed the mandated territories of Palestine and Transjordan in the Middle East, as well as having interests in Egypt and Iraq. Britain was a financial powerhouse and a global trading behemoth, a status made possible by control of the world’s largest merchant fleet, which carried goods and passengers all over the world. The sea was the foundation of Britain’s power, but reliance on the oceans also left it vulnerable.

		The Royal Navy was central to British strategy. It enabled the evacuation of armies, the invasion of foreign territories, and the supply and maintenance of forces in diverse regions from the deserts of North Africa to the jungles of Burma. It provided and protected material links with vital strategic resources: steel and soldiers from the United States, oil from South America, rubber from the Indian Ocean. British sailors fought a campaign unprecedented in its geographical scale, in every ocean of the world and along every major coastline from America to Australia, from the Arctic to South Africa. In this global struggle, ships formed the sinews of industry and of empire. The Royal Navy helped to protect the merchant sailors whose cargo vessels fed the population and fuelled the factories, linked imperial and international cohorts, and formed the foundation of Britain’s very survival.

		Yet sailors were significant not simply because of what they witnessed, but also because of what they represented. Their war was one in which aggression was matched by humanitarianism, and in which individual exertions relied on collective efforts. It was fought in the shadow of national history, in which a constant struggle with the fear of death was often played out in mundane routine, punctuated only rarely by moments of exhilaration and high drama. Over time, concepts of bravery and heroism would come to be defined not only by actions but also by attitudes. Ordinary men and women and their social superiors negotiated a clash of classes, and had to balance demands for a new vision of the future with the immediate necessities of fighting a world war. A crisis of imperialism precipitated tensions amongst the great powers: the decline of Britain’s global supremacy in the face of American economic might, Soviet ruthlessness, and
			colonial disintegration. Ultimately, the experiences of Britain’s citizen sailors epitomized the nation’s experience of war.

	
		2. Flashes of Fire

		‘I don’t want to frighten you darling,’ wrote John Evans to his fiancée Moyra, ‘but I’ve always been frank with you, so I may as well tell you that Mussolini is liable to declare war on Britain without any notice at any moment now. We are prepared for it however, and searchlights are shining across the straits all night long, gun crews closed up on the Rock and one ship ready for immediate action.’ It was September 1935, and Evans was serving aboard the battlecruiser HMS Renown, which had been sent from the Home Fleet to Gibraltar. His shipmates joined many others in celebrating their last moments of freedom before full mobilization: ‘The tense situation is sending the lads ashore in hundreds, and the cabarets of Gibraltar are crowded to overflowing. I must own up and admit I was one of them last night … we all had a queer feeling this morning and decided not to get
			“blotto” again.’

		Two thousand miles away, at the south-eastern edge of the Mediterranean, sailors at the Egyptian port of Alexandria were also preparing for hostilities. ‘We are as ready as we can be for war,’ wrote Lieutenant Vere Wight-Boycott of the destroyer HMS Encounter. Reinforcements had been sent to Port Said, around the coast to the east, which served as the gatehouse to the Suez Canal: the vital strategic artery which led to the east coast of Africa and the Indian Ocean. Royal Navy vessels from far and wide congregated in anticipation of action. Alexandria harbour, wrote Wight-Boycott, was ‘packed with men of war and Air Arm aircraft buzzing over it like flies … Ships from all over the world are here or hereabouts, having made sudden rushes from West Indies, round the Horn, China and Home.’

		The reason for such alarm lay in the modest east African country of Abyssinia, known to its inhabitants as Ethiopia. The international crisis which followed would herald the rise of a new wave of aggressive Fascist militarism and would fatally undermine the peacekeeping efforts of the League of Nations. It would be followed by appeasement, rearmament and, ultimately, by the outbreak of war in Europe.

		It had begun in December 1934 with a clash at Walwal, on the border between Abyssinia and Italian Somaliland. This was unfinished business for the Italians: a perfect opportunity for the Fascist regime to establish its military prestige by overturning a humiliating colonial defeat which had led to the establishment of Ethiopia as an independent state in 1896. During the summer of 1935, Italian forces prepared to invade. Britain’s commitments to the League of Nations were limited, but international sanctions might ultimately require military involvement if Italian aggression was to be confronted. If this were to happen, British sailors would be on the front line.

		For those in Gibraltar and Alexandria, a confrontation seemed imminent. Yet it was not a palatable option for senior commanders. Military briefings for Prime Minister Stanley Baldwin advised caution before implementing economic sanctions or closing the Suez Canal. ‘Everything possible should be done to avoid precipitating hostilities with Italy until we are more ready,’ suggested the chiefs of staff. ‘It would be a dangerous prospect for us to go to war with Italy with the British Fleet unmobilised.’

		Many in Whitehall felt that Italy should be groomed as a possible ally against Germany, already developing its own military ambitions. The Admiralty therefore attempted to balance deterrence and conciliation. Naval units had been moved away from Malta, too close to Italian airbases for comfort, and Alexandria had been established as the centre of operations in the eastern Mediterranean. Reinforcements were to be sent only under the auspices of training, with senior officers anxious to avoid, as the First Sea Lord Admiral Chatfield put it, ‘touching off the excitable Iti’.

		Italian troops launched their invasion of Abyssinia at the start of October 1935. At the mouth of the Suez Canal, British sailors watched as troopships loaded with reinforcements passed through unchallenged on their way to east Africa. Midshipman Manisty of HMS Sussex had some sympathy for them. ‘Today was the hottest day we have had,’ he wrote on 6 October. ‘One could fully realise what a terrible time the Italian soldiers must be having.’

		Sailors soon settled into a regular war routine, with constant drills and manoeuvres, restrictions on leave and strict discipline. Exercises were conducted in accordance with the expected character of a war with Italy: coping with gas attacks, abandoning ship and, above all, anti-aircraft defence. Small radio-controlled planes were flown as targets for the High-Angle guns. These ‘Queen Bees’ were slow and unwieldy and, despite some initial difficulties, were soon obliterated with ease. John Evans reflected the optimism fostered by this shallow success: ‘I feel perfectly safe on a battleship in the event of an attack from the air – in day-light anyway. I cannot possibly imagine one plane getting through a barrage such as we put up.’

		Douglas Woolf joined the battleship HMS Ramillies as a cadet, and was assigned to gunnery control, calculating the required range and direction of fire. At first, he found his new role impossible. ‘I am in charge of a whole lot of gadgets, indicators, arrows here, dials there, and god knows what else,’ he wrote in a letter home. ‘I have not got the faintest idea of how they work!’ He relied entirely on the gunnery ratings who operated the machinery: ‘I just repeat orders that come down … Some hope we have got if we go to war and we are raided by aeroplanes when I am down there. The first shot will probably go through the funnel!’

		Soon, however, Woolf was confident of his ship’s ability to repel an air attack. ‘I say in all seriousness an aircraft bombing attack on any battleship will fail under the present anti aircraft system,’ he wrote. ‘Pom-Poms are easily the most effective weapons ever invented against aeroplanes. You cannot conceive what they are like until you have seen them working.’ Aside from the smaller dedicated guns, Ramillies had been firing broadsides with her huge 15-inch guns. ‘My gosh,’ wrote Woolf, ‘when they go off you are just blown off your feet the whole ship gives a heave.’

		After the initial rush of mobilization, expectations of action oscillated as successive rumours swept across the fleet. ‘The situation is still grim,’ wrote John Evans from Gibraltar on 16 October. ‘One or two people think we shall “get stuck into” the Italians before long if they insult us much more – but I don’t think so.’ Air attack remained a concern for senior officers, as did the threat from Italian submarines, which heavily outnumbered their British counterparts in the region. Yet few were truly troubled. ‘The modern Italian is an unknown quantity,’ wrote First Sea Lord Chatfield, ‘but I cannot believe he is a greatly different fighter than in the past.’ He was not alone in believing that ‘the final outcome of a conflict with Italy cannot be a matter of doubt’.

		Such confidence was replicated throughout the ranks. Aboard HMS Ramillies, reported Douglas Woolf, ‘the matelots are still quite confident we are going to give ’em bloody Italians a smack in the eye!!’ ‘The Navy’s description of the Italian sailors is that they are a crowd of macaroni eating yellow rats,’ wrote Charles Thomas of the cruiser HMS Leander. There was also animosity, fuelled by the prospect of an interminable stay in the Mediterranean, away from home and with increased duties. When a rumour passed through HMS Renown that she was to be sent to the international port of Tangier, one sailor remarked ‘that he was going to visit the first “bag shanty”, pick out an Italian girl and get “torn into it” and so get his own back on Mussolini’.

		Over the following weeks, sailors remained on high alert. As 11 November 1935 passed with more manoeuvres and drills, Midshipman Manisty recorded his thoughts in his journal: ‘Armistice Day – it seemed odd to be commemorating those killed in the last war while we are waiting here all ready for another.’ Douglas Woolf reported that ‘the two minutes silence was kept on the quarterdeck and a short service held’. Others were less introspective. John Evans and his messmates played a game of ‘Cowboys and Abyssinians’. He informed his fiancée that ‘one chap picked up the only sharp knife in the mess and cut a chunk out of his finger. We were about to lash him up to a stanchion and burn him. We stopped playing immediately after the accident!’

		Three days later, British parliamentary elections were held, with the Conservative-dominated coalition aiming to hold on to power under Stanley Baldwin. ‘Pray hard that the National Government get back into office darling,’ John Evans had written to his fiancée, ‘another Labour Government will force me to kill somebody.’ Lieutenant Vere Wight-Boycott was responsible for organizing proxy votes aboard HMS Encounter at Alexandria. Only two men from a total of one hundred ratings completed their forms. ‘The rest say their wives will only vote for the best looking man,’ he told his father. ‘I hope you will poll a sterling Conservative vote (for more and bigger navies) for me on the day,’ he wrote. ‘I am not sure what it is all about but I would like to exercise my electoral prerogative in favour of arms, ammunition, wine, women and song, and everything that
			good old Stanley with his pipe and pips stands for.’

		It was not only Stanley Baldwin who could decide the fates of British sailors. The League of Nations remained nominally capable of encouraging collective action. But after seemingly endless debates which had resulted only in the imposition of modest economic sanctions on Italy, the organization enjoyed little popularity on the lower deck. ‘We don’t think much of the League of Nations in Leander,’ reported Charles Thomas. ‘We must build a bigger navy,’ wrote John Evans, reflecting the general mood of his messmates, few of whom seemed to trust international arbitration: ‘Dispense with all pacts with these weak-kneed Latin races and so make them sit up and listen to us when we talk … let’s build a Hood with the money wasted on the League of Nations.’

		While they waited for news, sailors had the opportunity to explore. Many recent recruits found themselves in the Mediterranean for the first time. ‘The town itself is typically Spanish,’ wrote Charles Thomas in Gibraltar. ‘White and yellow many-windowed red-roofed houses. Spanish is spoken more than English – all the newspapers being in that language. Quite a lot of the shops are owned by Moors from across the Straits who wear brilliant clothes and the inevitable fez.’ The local population was, to Douglas Woolf, ‘a most motley crowd’. He described ‘Indians, Moors, Spaniards and matelots all mixed up in one’. Poverty was never far from the surface. Local scavengers were usually allowed on board ships to collect leftovers after mealtimes. Sailors nicknamed them ‘Rock scorpions’.

		If Gibraltar was foreign, Alexandria was positively alien. Douglas Woolf thought it ‘the strangest place I have been so far – so different from the European countries. The one thing that strikes you first ashore here is the variety of smells, one minute you get a smell like a monkey house at the zoo and the next a smell of that sickly incense that all these Eastern peoples seem to like so much.’ Alexandria and Port Said, at the mouth of the Suez Canal, provided plenty of leisure opportunities for officers. ‘The International Sporting Club has made all officers honorary members and there are always tennis and squash courts for the asking,’ wrote one midshipman in his journal. ‘The police have offered to lend horses morning and evening and there is always golf and shooting if one likes to arrange it.’

		Recreational activities were an opportunity for ambitious young officers to ingratiate themselves with superiors, whose patronage could be critical to their professional advancement. Vere Wight-Boycott was excited by the prospect of playing doubles tennis on the centre court of the Alexandria Sporting Club, with its stands and scoreboards, particularly when he was partnered with Admiral Raikes, the port’s senior naval officer. The young lieutenant was hoping to impress, but things did not go entirely smoothly: ‘I served and promptly hit him in the back at the net, not once, but twice in the same game.’

		Sailors exploring northern Africa beyond the British enclaves found little opulence and far greater poverty. ‘We must thank our lucky stars that we are English,’ wrote John Evans. ‘Tangier is alive with brothels, dirty films (called blue pictures), beggars, children, blind and snake charmers. The houses are terribly dirty and almost falling down for want of care.’ Charles Thomas visited Tetuan, the capital of Spanish Morocco and around thirty-five miles from Tangier. He found the usual snake charmers and jugglers, but also visited a school for orphans and wandered through an Italian school surrounded by ‘mosaic work, gardens, orange groves and marvellous flower gardens’. As for the local population, he found it ‘quite strange to see the Arab women wearing yashmaks or white veils obscuring their faces’, but was impressed by the ‘courteous’ men. He bought a hashish pipe
			from a street trader as a souvenir.

		By December 1935, despite such diversions, many were becoming disillusioned after weeks of restrictions on leave and perpetual exercises. As the prospect of spending Christmas abroad became a certainty, some of the frustrations began to show. ‘I think we are going to fight the Italians with paper (darts perhaps),’ wrote Vere Wight-Boycott. HMS Leander remained at Gibraltar. Despite terrible weather, the festivities were largely successful. ‘Every ship flies Christmas trees at the mast heads and yard arms,’ wrote Charles Thomas. ‘The majority of the crew wear either fancy dress or some one else’s uniform … It is the custom for the youngest boy in the ship to wear the Commander’s uniform complete with war medals and do the round of the ship with the Captain.’ Afterwards, the Royal Marines band played dancing music, and sailors partnered each other for
			turns across the floor. Then came a show by the ship’s concert party, a dramatic troupe made up of ratings and officers, who ‘gave the first performance of “The Road to Addis Ababa” which as you may guess consisted chiefly of a skit on Mussolini and on the Cabinet’.

		Early in the new year, on 20 January 1936, King George V died. He was succeeded by his son, Edward VIII. The following day, a royal message was read aloud to ships’ companies by their commanding officers, in which the new monarch emphasized his personal affinity with the navy and informed his sailors that ‘my visits to many parts of the Empire have enabled me to note with pride that loyalty and devotion to duty remain the watchword of the Royal Navy wherever it is called upon to serve’.

		Any serious political appetite for intervention over Abyssinia had long since faded. The Hoare–Laval Pact, a poorly conceived Anglo-French attempt to broker a peace deal, had been leaked to the newspapers, damaging British prestige in America and making global agreement on more effective sanctions even more unlikely. And with Italian victory in Abyssinia imminent, the new Foreign Secretary, Anthony Eden, was reluctant to make further international commitments. Few in the Admiralty retained any confidence in the League of Nations or in collective security. First Sea Lord Admiral Chatfield even expressed the hope that ‘the Geneva pacifists will fail to get unanimity and the League will break up’. He also wondered whether the best approach might still be to take pre-emptive unilateral action against Italy, ‘to re-assert our dominance over an inferior race’.

		Plans for war against Italy formed during the crisis would remain in place. Malta was now considered indefensible, so Alexandria would serve as a permanent base. Key targets in Italy were identified, including the naval base at Taranto, which would be attacked by torpedo-bombers launched from aircraft carriers. The robust programme of exercises conducted during the crisis had left the Mediterranean Fleet a far better-prepared fighting force. Several of its commanding officers, amongst them Andrew Cunningham and Max Horton, would later become instrumental in leading the Royal Navy through the Second World War. Yet the navy’s recovery from the savage budgetary cuts of the 1920s would take some time. When warships in Alexandria were joined by a group of trawlers hastily fitted with minesweeping equipment, John Evans was unimpressed. ‘The crews are made up with reservists and chaps off the dole,’ he wrote. ‘Of
			the latter people, very few have been to sea before. There is a great shortage of men these days!’

		By the spring of 1936, another European threat had emerged. In March, German troops entered the demilitarized zone in the Rhineland, marking the debut of a newly strident military power. British planners had already attempted to limit German strength at sea. The 1935 Anglo-German Naval Agreement had made significant concessions to German maritime ambitions, despite its headline clause limiting the Kriegsmarine to 35 per cent of the Royal Navy’s total tonnage. This undermined whatever credibility remained of the Treaty of Versailles, which had established far greater restrictions after the First World War, but it was above all a concession which illustrated British insecurity.

		Yet while the Admiralty grappled with the strategic conundrum posed by the growing German threat, some ordinary sailors were not greatly concerned. ‘I do not attach any importance to the German affair, and feel mighty confident that it will fizzle out,’ wrote John Evans. Others were more circumspect. ‘It was too much to expect Versailles to be fair to Germany after the grimmest four years of war ever known,’ wrote Midshipman Geoffrey Carew-Hunt of HMS Kent, far away in the East Indies. ‘A lot of Germany’s restiveness is due to being kept under too much.’ But he also noted that some commentators were suggesting ‘that it would be better to fight before Germany is ready’.

		On 4 May 1936, HMS Enterprise entered harbour at Djibouti in the east African colony of French Somaliland. Upon arrival, the ship’s commanding officer, Captain Charles Morgan, proceeded directly to the French governor’s residence, where he had been instructed to meet a small group of passengers. He found rather more than he had been expecting: 150 people, fifteen tons of luggage, several cases of silver bullion, one dog and two lions. This was the entourage of Emperor Haile Selassie I, the ruler of Abyssinia.

		‘My first impression on being presented to his Majesty on Monday morning was how very tired he looked,’ wrote Morgan in an official report of his mission. ‘I felt somehow that he was almost at his last gasp and from his first few remarks knew he was a very frightened man. He had a hunted look in his eye … Such beautiful hands too, I have never seen such delicate hands on any man, and I should think his fingers must have been nearly twice as long as mine.’

		Morgan informed Haile Selassie that the maximum number of passengers Enterprise could carry was fifty, along with the baggage and silver, and that ‘I could not take the lions, but that I would accept the dog’. As the message was transmitted through interpreters, ‘all held up their hands in horror … The Emperor looked so weary and fragile that I felt a perfect brute for screwing him down.’

		The party was received on board while the ship’s band played. Haile Selassie inspected the ranks of sailors and was shown to the rear of the quarterdeck, where a curtained space had been prepared with furniture, carpets and tables. Morgan led him to a comfortable chair, and the Emperor fell fast asleep. The passengers disembarked at Haifa, bound for Jerusalem. Soon afterwards, Haile Selassie travelled to Britain, where he would remain in exile for the next five years, residing at Fairfield House in Bath. During the crisis, his eloquent, emotional, and ultimately fruitless appeals for support from the international community won him many admirers. ‘I have been seldom so impressed with any man, black or white,’ stated Captain Morgan in his report, ‘and his consideration, courtesy and above all his dignity has left a very deep impression on every officer and man in my ship.’

		As Enterprise passed through Alexandria on her way to Palestine, a message for the Emperor was delivered to the ship which read: ‘You put your faith in the Great White Nations and they have let you down. Sincerest sympathies and heartiest congratulations on your splendid efforts … A crowd of Britishers.’ By now, Italian forces had captured Addis Ababa. Haile Selassie would eventually return in triumph in May 1941, on the anniversary of his departure, with a force of African soldiers under the leadership of British officers.

		Even before Addis Ababa had fallen, the Royal Navy had shifted its attention to another developing crisis in Spain. Charles Thomas had visited Cadiz in February: ‘Judging from the posters and numerous uniforms I should imagine that a revolution is very imminent in Spain in favour of a Royalist return to power.’ HMS Orion was sent to Tangier as a result of civil unrest amongst Spanish workers. Douglas Woolf described the scene:

		
			As usual these damned bolshy Spaniards were causing trouble – all on strike and generally breaking the place up – not to mention the large population of Italians, who were celebrating their stupid little victories, flags everywhere, Mussolini this – Mussolini that – Even the Italian houses were festooned with placards – ‘down with the English Pigs!’ and I think the height of insolence considering this is a neutral port was the following in a huge coloured lighting sign as one might see in Piccadilly Circus – ‘ADDIS ABABA ITALIANA’!

		

		The summer of 1936 brought turmoil to Spain after General Francisco Franco launched an attempted military coup in July. It failed to overthrow the government and a bloody internecine struggle was developing between the rebels and those loyal to the government. The scale of the potential humanitarian disaster of the Spanish Civil War was not immediately clear. ‘We knew little of the Spanish question, and cared less,’ wrote Midshipman David Leggatt of HMS Devonshire to his uncle the following month. ‘There were so many situations that seemed more important to us – the Italian-Abyssinian one, the Russo-Japanese one, the Chinese, the Danzig, and all the rest of them. So far as I was concerned there was a very left and very incapable government in Spain and minor disorders seemed imminent, and that was about all.’

		Devonshire was sent to Majorca. ‘All was amazingly quiet,’ wrote Leggatt, ‘and the whole thing seemed to be quixotic. We eventually discovered that the rebels were in command and were running things very nicely, thankyou. The army had killed a dozen or so officers with Communistic ideas, and had four left to finish off on our arrival. They would all be done by midday, we were informed.’ After sailing to Minorca and Ibiza to check on the condition of the expatriate British communities, Devonshire returned to Majorca. ‘Once back there we prepared to enjoy ourselves,’ wrote Leggatt. ‘The place is ideal – beautiful weather and scenery, and very cheap for a holiday they say – and we prepared for a “quiet number”, or else to see an interesting bombardment should the loyal navy turn up.’

		On the Spanish mainland, refugees began to flood into the coastal ports. Gibraltar soon became an enclave. Douglas Woolf described it as ‘crowded with refugees and the hotels absolutely unbearable with Spaniards, unhappy Spaniards’. The Royal Navy was soon mobilized, evacuating people of all nationalities. The destroyer HMS Basilisk took refugees from Almería to Gibraltar. ‘As well as Britishers,’ wrote her captain, Francis de Winton, ‘we had Germans, Swiss, Italians, Danes, Swedes, Dutch and maybe a few more. A number were put in my cabin quarters, the remainder were in the wardroom and a spare cabin. My officers saw that all were well treated and fed.’

		Sailors did everything they could to accommodate the hundreds of desperate men, women and children in cramped messdecks. In the destroyer HMS Express, reported Captain Casper Swinley, ‘babies, slung in canvas cots, were fed on condensed milk out of ginger beer bottles’. Douglas Woolf interviewed every civilian coming aboard HMS Orion, inspecting their paperwork and making sure they signed official documents. ‘It is pathetic and I can’t help feeling bad for them,’ he wrote in a letter home. ‘Not only have they lost their money, their homes, everything that meant anything to them but they have lost their country.’

		In July 1936, several Royal Navy ships that had been due to return to Britain were instead sent to Barcelona. ‘We are being diverted, Spain being in a state of internal revolution,’ wrote Paymaster Commander Wright of HMS London in his diary. He had been told to expect up to 1,000 refugees, but found this hard to believe: ‘I rather suspect we will find a damp squib when we arrive.’ London reached Barcelona the following morning. ‘Found the city fairly quiet,’ wrote Wright. ‘All churches have been looted and gutted and some shops looted. General shortage of food. Cars driving around laden with folk bristling with rifles. Most of the Communists and syndicalists appear to be young men and women.’

		Refugees soon began to arrive at the quayside. Many of those fleeing the fighting were foreign nationals: some were tourists and travellers, others were workers or expatriates from all over the world. Two hundred appeared on the first day, including ‘one complete troupe of chorus girls, and a fair number of children; three sweet little girls wearing green pyjamas and red sashes were on deck in the evening’. Two days later, a large group of Swiss refugees came aboard: ‘decent, orderly folk with whom it was a pleasure to deal – a great contrast to many of our own nationals’. After this, instructions were ‘to evacuate Danes, Turks and Persians. We have already had eighteen nationalities on board.’ Even after a week of evacuation, the numbers of people arriving continued to increase. Wright did his part: ‘Gave up my cabin to an expectant mother and slept on the gun deck.’

		Between 23 July and 21 August, London evacuated 1,960 refugees in twenty-three shiploads, many of whom were then transferred to destroyers including Douglas, Gallant, Gipsy and Maine for transport to the French coast. After a short spell at Malta, the ship returned to Barcelona in mid-September. Over 200 people passed through on 20 September, ‘nearly all Spanish, travelling as Cubans and South Americans … only one British!’ The end of the operation came in early October. The Admiralty had been warned that rebel warships were preparing to fire on coastal towns from Malaga to Barcelona. London retreated to an anchorage on the outer edge of the local waters, and left the area altogether a few days later. Wright’s initial annoyance at the mission had by now transformed into anxiety that he was unable to do more to help.
			‘Personally,’ he wrote, ‘I feel we should have remained inside.’

		In July, Mrs J. E. Larios and her husband had been rescued by HMS London and then taken to Marseilles aboard the destroyer HMS Douglas. Describing her experiences in a letter to her father, she advised him:

		
			I do think publicity should be given to the amazing care, kindness and unselfishness of the Navy over this. From the Admiral down to the sailors who carried our bags on board and the stewards who cooked coffee and sandwiches all night. Everybody slaved for us all, and we must have made an infinity of work and trouble and discomfort for them all. I have never in my life received more kind hospitality with thought and organization behind it.

		

		HMS Devonshire, meanwhile, had been sent to Valencia. ‘It’s a grim spot,’ wrote David Leggatt, ‘especially with burnt churches, barricades and occasional corpses.’ Refugees from Madrid congregated in the harbour before being subjected to customs searches by Spanish troops, and boarding small boats to be ferried to the warships. Leggatt thought them ‘poor wretches’, arriving ‘wet and terrified – in some cases – up a gangway which was so smashed by every wave that it frightened me badly. Luckily only one person went in, an old lady; a sailor jumped after her and by the grace of God got her back before a wave broke her against the ship’s side. She came up the gangway unaided and laughing!’

		Nearly 400 British and 200 European or South American men, women and children were housed below decks. Some slept in hammocks, young families were given the ship’s lifeboats, the injured were accommodated in cabins, along with ‘old women, cripples, two stretcher cases, seventeen babies under eighteen months old, and several pregnant women … everybody was stowed away somewhere’. Leggatt praised the ship’s company: ‘They gave up everything for the civilians, and never murmured at all. Their great delight was carrying babies around … One, who was well under a year old, was found gurgling over chocolate biscuits and lemonade in one of the messdecks, surrounded by admiring matelots.’

		As Franco’s forces closed in on the Basque ports of Santander and Bilbao in northern Spain, American and German ships left with their own countrymen. Only the British destroyers Exmouth, Escort and Esk remained in Bilbao to evacuate civilians. Refugees had been assembled in the early morning by Spanish soldiers, as small boats from the three British ships waited alongside the jetty. Before they could leave, the civilians had to be checked, registered and searched by the troops. Twelve men from Esk had been landed, and Lieutenant Commander Bill Wilson reported that ‘hot coffee, liberally laced with rum’ was offered to the Spaniards in order to expedite matters.

		Eighty-one refugees were waiting. Wilson described how they were let through the barriers ‘only with the greatest reluctance, and much flourishing of shotguns and pistols’. Baggage was ransacked, suitcase linings ripped open, and money confiscated. Men and women alike were searched with little regard for their dignity. One elderly lady arriving on board Esk was asked if she had been mistreated: ‘No,’ she replied, ‘they only tickled me.’

		In early 1937, the fighting around Bilbao became more intense and rumours circulated amongst sailors of devastating air raids throughout the Basque region. Vere Wight-Boycott heard that a Nationalist pilot who had baled out over the town had been confronted by a lynch mob: ‘He shot two men with his pistol before being captured and dying a horrible death, in which many women took part.’ As Franco’s forces prepared a final offensive against the city in the spring, the German Condor Legion was used to target several important strategic locations in the area. One of these was the town of Guernica.

		Some areas of Spain were more peaceful than others. HMS Encounter was sent to assist the small number of British consular administrators in the ports of the north-west. Sailors were allowed to explore ashore, and several took the opportunity to visit a small nineteenth-century Royal Navy cemetery in Arosa. Ever the keen sportsman, despite his tennis mishap in Port Said in 1935, Vere Wight-Boycott arranged a football match against the local professional side in Vigo. ‘They are called the Celta,’ he explained in a letter home. ‘They had 6 of their proper team playing including 2 internationals, the remainder were fighting for Franco. You will be hardly surprised to hear they beat us 12–1 (and even then they were not trying very hard). Owing to the war they have no opponents and are keen to get a game with anyone.’

		Meanwhile, Royal Navy ships were also present around the Spanish island possessions: the Canary Islands off the coast of Morocco to the south-west of Spain, and the Balearic Islands off the east coast. Before the outbreak of the insurgency, the Spanish government had posted General Franco to Tenerife, with its sparsely vegetated mountains and expanses of banana plantations, in a futile attempt to limit his influence. It became one of the first places to fall to Franco’s rebels.

		In the town of Santa Cruz de Tenerife, every house displayed the red and yellow colours of the new rulers. In the harbour, an oil spill had blackened the water. Las Palmas appeared equally unappealing. ‘I don’t see why people pay so much to see these places,’ wrote Charles Thomas of HMS Leander, sent to Tenerife to ensure the safety of British expatriates. Ashore, there were few disturbances, but the violence had not quite ended. ‘Yesterday the former Governor of Tenerife was executed,’ reported Thomas, ‘the event being celebrated by a salute of blank shot. It seems rather strange and perhaps a little incongruous to see such a display of militarism in a sleepy town like Santa Cruz.’

		In contrast, the Balearic Islands became an important forward base for the Italian air force, the largest foreign contingent supporting Franco’s troops. Douglas Woolf of HMS Orion now found himself at Palma. The Majorcans, he believed, were ‘quite content whichever side wins, as long as the Iti’s don’t get in’. He noticed the ‘terribly pathetic’ fortifications: cannons with wooden barrels painted grey and patrol vessels armed with wooden guns.

		
			In some ways it’s like a game of toy soldiers: the women are in uniform, the children are in uniform, yet it is absolutely impossible to find any two uniforms alike … Unhappy Spain – brother killing brother; sister, sister; and yet half of them don’t know what they are fighting for except the one slogan they are continually having driven into their ears ‘Viva Franco’. God what folly it all is – we just look on and mother them while the other countries are all waiting to grab something.

		

		In Tenerife, sailors from Leander were warned not to go out alone after dark and ‘not to speak to foreigners especially not the Italian sailors’. When the old German battleship Schleswig Holstein arrived at Las Palmas, however, attitudes were very different. A training vessel for cadets, she was visiting the Canary Islands as part of an Atlantic cruise. ‘A lot of the men have been aboard Leander and they are quite interesting to speak to,’ wrote Charles Thomas. ‘One I was speaking to – he spoke perfect English – told me that after leaving school he was sent to a “labour training camp” and was selected to be trained in the Navy, to become an officer … This seems to be a good idea, education and not social standing being the qualifying condition.’

		Fraternization was widespread. At Cartagena, HMS Basilisk was joined by the pocket battleship Admiral Scheer. Captain Francis de Winton wasted little time in visiting his German counterpart: ‘He was a pleasant sort of chap and spoke good English … He had no hesitation in saying that he supported Franco’s lot.’ In Tenerife, a football match was organized between the German ratings and sailors from Leander, and was played on a pitch high up in the hills. According to one member of the crowd, ‘Before kicking off, the German team lined up in the centre of the pitch and gave three “Sieg Heils” with the Nazi salute, after a pause our team responded with three cheers accompanied by clenched fists. We lost by the odd goal.’

		Majorca became a magnet for the warships of the European navies: British, French, German, Italian and Spanish sailors mixed freely on the streets and in the bars and cafes of Palma. In February 1937, Douglas Woolf wrote to his parents describing one encounter:

		
			Perhaps the one visit of interest to you will be our call on the German pocket battleship the Graf Spee. We went over [to] her on Saturday for drinks etc. I was personally very much impressed by the whole business. It’s incredible how friendly they are and how trustful they are as far as we are concerned. Of course the main topic of conversation with us all were politics. Why they were out here etc. They say that if Franco should lose, the Communist movement will spread to France and they will be locked between Spain, France and Russia. They all spoke perfect English. Ashore it was really funny as the Italians could obviously not understand why the German and our matelots were so friendly going about the place arm in arm! It was beyond their comprehension especially as they had a military alliance with Germany!! In fact it amuses me the French matelots band together with the Italians, and we and
				all our alliances with France pay friendly calls and have drinking parties in the Graf Spee – it amused us too as every time they enter the mess, up goes their arm – Heil Hitler, nobody takes any notice, it’s quite automatic.

		

		Woolf and the midshipmen of HMS Rodney enjoyed several parties and suppers with their counterparts in Admiral Scheer’s sister ship the Deutschland, invariably ‘consuming lots of beer’. The fraternity was not confined to officers: ratings had an equal enthusiasm for socializing. Woolf overheard one inebriate declare loudly that the lower deck were ‘the best --- diplomats in this --- world’. One occasion ‘ended in a complete riot, we going ashore with these fellows over to the Deutschland where we stayed until 3.30 in the morning. As for the troops, they were just the same. I saw one fellow of ours rather under the weather arm in arm with two Germans who were taking him back to his ship.’

		The Spanish Civil War encouraged direct comparisons between the naval capabilities of the great European powers. Sailors themselves were increasingly preoccupied with their position in the hierarchy. ‘The Italians are easily the worst,’ wrote Douglas Woolf to his parents, ‘dirty ships, dirty boats, dirty men and filthy officers! The French not much better, except their officers are somewhat better mannered. The Germans absolutely marvellous, clean ships, well disciplined and clean men and charming officers.’ Yet there was little doubt in Woolf’s mind which navy was superior: ‘I think without boasting that it still takes something to beat the English matelot ashore and afloat.’

		Yet by the summer of 1937, German and Italian support for Franco was obvious to every British sailor. It was not merely confined to air support. At the end of May, the Deutschland was attacked by Republican aircraft off the coast of Ibiza, killing more than twenty of her crew. In retaliation, German ships bombarded the government-held coastal town of Almería. Not long afterwards, when the cruiser Leipzig appeared to have been attacked by Spanish submarines, both the German and Italian navies took the opportunity to withdraw in protest from the maritime patrols that had been introduced by the Non-Intervention Committee, an international body established to ensure neutral arbitration.

		‘At present Franco is receiving help wholesale from Germany and Italy,’ wrote Douglas Woolf. ‘Their warships are shelling the coast and all the planes are of Italian make and piloted by Italians … Of course we as usual look on and stay neutral and do nothing.’ As the war progressed over the following years, Britain’s position would remain ambiguous. Humanitarian work continued, but aside from a handful of flashpoints – most involving British warships being summoned to warn off potentially hostile seizures of merchant vessels – sailors were resigned to observing the fighting without participating. The British government’s approach was intended to protect trade at all costs. Certain senior officers privately approved of the Nationalist cause, as did some at Westminster, but for many ordinary sailors Britain’s acquiescence was frustrating. Their passive role contrasted sharply with the
			hundreds of volunteers travelling from Britain to join the International Brigade, fighting for the government against Franco.

		Events elsewhere also distracted from the situation in Spain. The abdication of Edward VIII on 11 December 1936 had been as much of a shock to sailors as to the rest of society. He had been seen as a monarch with an inherent knowledge and love of the service, a natural successor to his father. Midshipman Geoffrey Carew-Hunt was serving in Hong Kong at the time of the announcement. ‘Personally I feel it is a great misfortune to Great Britain and the Empire,’ he wrote in his journal. ‘The new King has the hardest task ever set before any King.’ Partly to allay these concerns, a message from the newly crowned George VI was read to ships’ companies all over the world:

		
			It has been my privilege to serve as a naval officer both in peace and in war; at Jutland, the greatest sea battle of modern time, I saw for myself in action the maintenance of those great traditions which are the inheritance of British seamen. It is my intention always to keep the closest touch with all ranks and ratings of the naval forces throughout the Empire and with all matters affecting them. I shall do so in the sure knowledge that they will be worthy of the implicit trust placed in them by their fellow countrymen and that, in their hands the honour of the British navies will be upheld.

		

		On 20 May 1937, the Coronation Review took place off Spithead. Alongside the Royal Navy’s finest, a handful of foreign warships were present as guests of honour. At the head of the inspection queue was the American battleship USS New York, followed by the modern French battleship Dunkerque and the German pocket battleship Graf Spee. Representing Japan was the Asigara. Rear Admiral George Campbell Ross had been Assistant Naval Attaché in Tokyo between 1933 and 1936, and was appointed as the liaison officer to the ship during the celebrations. When he went aboard, he noticed that most of her brand-new equipment had been covered up with freshly painted canvas.

		The Review was a success. The weather was glorious, the press reports gushing. But here was a physical manifestation of a global naval power struggle: the Americans given pride of place, the Germans and Japanese impressive, the British indulgent hosts. The BBC’s evening radio programme employed the veteran expert Lieutenant Commander Thomas Woodrooffe as a commentator. As he began his broadcast it became obvious that he was a little the worse for wear. ‘At the present moment, the whole fleet is lit up,’ he began, creating a national catchphrase in the process. ‘It’s fairyland. The whole fleet is in fairyland.’ All the lights on the ships were then extinguished in unison, described in slurred commentary. He managed one more line before the producers tactfully cut to dancehall music: ‘There’s nothing between us and heaven. There’s nothing at all.’

		John Evans had married Moyra in the summer of 1936 and spent a few weeks in a shore job at Portsmouth. Yet he had little opportunity to enjoy life with his new wife. In March 1937, he was transferred to the China Station to serve aboard the small gunboat HMS Scarab. Along with a handful of other gunboats, Scarab’s role was to patrol the Yangtze upriver of Shanghai, keeping order and protecting British merchants from pirates. ‘Before I came to China I had seen one dead person in my life,’ wrote Evans in July 1937. ‘Now I have seen about three dozen in three weeks.’ Bodies floated past regularly amid filth and detritus. The hygiene regime was strict: carbolic soap and Izal medicated toilet paper were constant companions. Armed with only a couple of small guns, Scarab was not designed to fight a war, but she was destined to become embroiled in one.

		Japanese forces had been advancing gradually into northern China since the spring. Geoffrey Carew-Hunt, now serving aboard the cruiser HMS Cumberland, followed the progress of the campaign. ‘The struggle seems to consist of staccato rather than continuous fighting,’ he wrote in his journal. ‘It really appears that no agreement can be reached and that fighting will continue until the Japanese have gained control over as much more land as they want at the moment.’

		Japan had first invaded Chinese territory back in 1931, seizing the province of Manchuria, and the following year Japanese troops had outraged foreign powers by attacking Chinese forces in the international settlement of Shanghai. Such aggression was troubling for British strategists. Japan had been an ally in the First World War, and the Imperial Japanese Navy and the Royal Navy had close links. The Japanese had modelled their naval customs on British examples, adopting language, uniforms and traditions from their mentors during the heyday of the Anglo-Japanese alliance. But the partnership had been abandoned by Britain in favour of placating the Americans, and by the 1930s the position of the British Empire in China – from Hong Kong in the south to Shanghai in the north – was becoming increasingly tenuous.

		This was an empire of business: an informal arrangement of companies and diplomatic outposts united by the vast potential of the Chinese market. Contemporary statistics estimated the value of British investments to be comfortably double that of Japan, the closest competitor, and six times that of the USA. Many of the most successful companies involved in China were British-owned to some degree, including several merchant firms and the Hong Kong and Shanghai Banking Corporation. Protecting such disparate British interests in this volatile part of the world was difficult. ‘We are always rather sitting on a box of fireworks,’ wrote Admiral Sir Howard Kelly, commander-in-chief of the China Fleet in the early 1930s.

		Finance, not fighting, was the foundation of British power, and so the navy’s role was primarily the protection of investments and citizens. Away from Shanghai and Hong Kong, a small group of old warships patrolled the coastal treaty ports such as Amoy and Swatow, and the gunboats carried out their anti-piracy operations in the small harbours inland along the Yangtze up to Wuhu and Hankow. Gunboat sailors were employed in peacekeeping and posturing, not enforcement. As Sir John Pratt, advisor on Far Eastern affairs to the Foreign Office, put it: ‘Gunboats are very convenient aids to policy so long as you are not driven to using them, but the moment you are then the spell is broken.’

		By the time Japan launched its 1937 offensive in China, British attention was firmly fixed on the European dictators, and Prime Minister Neville Chamberlain was far from alone in his views when he told the Cabinet that he ‘could not imagine anything more suicidal than to pick a quarrel with Japan at the present moment when the European situation had become so serious’. A simultaneous war in the east and west was the great fear of British strategists. ‘We cannot foresee the time when our defence forces will be strong enough to safeguard our territory, trade and vital interests against Germany, Italy and Japan simultaneously,’ advised the chiefs of staff, emphasizing the need to use diplomacy ‘to reduce the numbers of our potential enemies and to gain the support of potential allies’. Yet by the autumn of 1937, Germany and Japan would be bound by a pact of mutual aid, bringing
			this nightmare scenario a step closer.

		Meanwhile, sailors were witnesses to the escalating violence. Japan’s diplomatic euphemisms were a cause of particular disdain. John Evans explained the irony to his wife, who had sent a concerned letter fearing for his safety: ‘With regards the “major war” out here, you’ve got it all wrong! There is no “war”, merely local “incidents”.’ Those stationed around Shanghai and the treaty ports were effectively in the front line, albeit neutral observers in what one officer called ‘a strange sort of twilight war’. Sailors were warned in the starkest possible terms of the repercussions of quarrels with the new invaders. Guidance to officers stated that the Japanese were ‘officious and suspicious’ and that there was a ‘necessity for care, tact and self-restraint’ when dealing with them.

		Action seemed a real possibility. ‘There seems to be considerable unrest in the Fleet,’ wrote Geoffrey Carew-Hunt in July 1937. ‘Everyone is in doubt as to whether ships will have to proceed suddenly to Shanghai, Tsingtao or some other place. It is extremely hard to gather the facts of the situation from the Press News and so those who do not see all the secret reports which come in cipher have rather a hazy notion of what is going on.’ The following month, the war began to envelop Shanghai and the Yangtze region. ‘The situation in Shanghai has become very grave,’ wrote Carew-Hunt. ‘Fighting is imminent and the presence of a large Japanese fleet at Woosung does not improve matters. The Chinese have blocked the Yangtze about 15 miles above Woosung and are mobilising.’ Four thousand British women and children were evacuated. Sailors were sent ashore to guard key positions and
			utilities, including the waterworks and power station.

		HMS Cumberland entered the area two days later and her crew witnessed the first attacks. ‘The Japanese fleet had arrived and had commenced bombarding immediately,’ wrote Carew-Hunt. ‘The bombarding ships presented an impressive sight. They were streaming round an elliptical course with battle flags flying and all quarters cleared for action.’ The fighting was not all one-sided. Japanese anti-aircraft guns had to fend off Chinese planes and, in the confusion, Cumberland became a target. A dive-bomber attacked the British ship, but its double payload drifted in the wind and exploded just beyond the starboard beam. ‘Neither bomb landed near enough to cause real fear,’ wrote Carew-Hunt. ‘I personally felt very exhilarated though I did think that more accurate attacks would have been more alarming than interesting.’

		Soon, the Japanese advance turned towards the Chinese capital city: Nanking. John Evans and HMS Scarab arrived there in early December 1937, as Japanese forces closed in. ‘Nanking is in a state of panic just now,’ he wrote. The harbour began to swell with crowds of Chinese refugees. Scarab sent armed guards aboard private steamers and launches to prevent their seizure by civilians and soldiers. The atmosphere aboard the British vessels, however, remained relatively calm. On 4 and 5 December, sailors continued their usual activities: men from Scarab played a football match against their counterparts from the French warship Admiral Charnier. Rear Admiral Reginald Vesey Holt of HMS Bee, the senior British officer on the Yangtze, went ashore with other dignitaries. ‘After the usual air-raid warnings, we played golf at a charming club in the Sun Yat Memorial Park and again
			the next day, starting early and taking lunch,’ he wrote to his son. ‘The weather was glorious and we watched the aerodrome being bombed. I gave a cocktail party at the Club for English residents and German and American.’

		Japanese bombers began a concentrated offensive on the city the following morning. ‘The air was littered with Japanese war planes,’ wrote John Evans, ‘and the bombs dropped did quite a lot of visible damage, causing fires in many places.’ No damage was sustained by Scarab, but shrapnel was retrieved from the deck. Self-preservation was the order of the day. When a boatload of Chinese officers attempted to shelter astern of the gunboat, it was quickly shooed away.

		Within a few days, the Japanese blitz had obliterated large parts of the capital. Outside the walls of the city, the Chinese resorted to desperate scorched-earth tactics. ‘Today has been very hectic and disastrous for Nanking,’ wrote Evans on 9 December:

		
			The noise has been both deafening and terrifying … It’s just getting dark and huge fires are raging all round the city wall … These fires must extend on this side about 10 miles. It is a most awe-inspiring, wonderful, terrible and tragic sight. It makes me feel sick. It is impossible to describe, but just imagine huge fires raging from the Houses of Parliament to Tilbury Docks, along the banks of the river Thames … Just now terrific reports can be heard all over the harbour and flashes of fire illuminate the heavens … This scene will be forever in my memory … The Japanese are so close now that we can see the flash of gunfire and hear the rat-tat-tat of machine guns. Four Japanese destroyers have got through the boom at Kiangyim and are expected at Nanking any time now. They will do a lot of damage.

		

		On 11 December Scarab, her sister gunboat Cricket and the American oil tanker USS Panay were anchored with other foreign merchant ships when Japanese artillery guns opened fire at point-blank range. ‘For the first time in my life I have actually been in action,’ wrote Evans. ‘Shrapnel fell all around us and it was a miracle that nobody was hurt … The whine of the shells and crack of the explosions were most frightening. Anyway no white people were hurt but a few Chinese in sampans were blown to pieces. These sampans had taken refuge under the “much respected” Union Jack.’ This was merely confirmation that British and American flags no longer meant immunity from Japanese attack. The only positive, as far as Evans was concerned, was that ‘the Japanese are hopelessly inefficient – these shore batteries should have blown us out of the water’.

		The flotilla escaped upriver, with the gunboats helping to tow several merchant ships including one enormous hulk owned by the trading firm Butterfield and Swire. The following morning several senior British officers left for Wuhu in a tugboat, and the American vessels proceeded a few miles further upriver. Japanese soldiers appeared in motor launches, adorned with the flag of the Rising Sun, circling the British ships and attacking Chinese fishing boats as they went. ‘They set fire to every junk and sampan in the vicinity,’ wrote Evans, ‘and I suppose considered themselves very clever.’ After lunch, most of the gunboat’s crew were napping when a lookout shouted an alarm:

		
			Everybody scrambled up on deck in a panic. As I looked up I saw three planes turn into diving formation, and to my horror saw a bomb drop. I ducked down behind a coal bunker … There was a deafening crash and as I looked up I saw a junk and a couple of sampans blown into the air. The occupants must have been killed instantly … everybody was dashing around after Lewis guns and ammunition … There was no order to open fire but everybody did – self-preservation I suppose. Anyway the third plane had the shock of its life as the bullets peppered the fuselage unfortunately without hitting a vital spot.

		

		Fortunately for Scarab, the Japanese bombs had landed around fifteen yards away. The sailors were ready when the next wave of planes appeared. ‘I was at my proper action station this time,’ wrote Evans, ‘and as the planes turned in our direction I yelled out “open fire” and the shell from the 3-inch gun exploded right under the tail of the first plane. Oh boy! You ought to have been here just to see the scattering match … all guns were blazing merrily away and it would have meant certain death so they turned tail and made off in the direction of the Panay and the oil tankers.’

		A few minutes later, Scarab’s crew heard several huge explosions, and clouds of smoke began to billow over the horizon. Panay had been destroyed. Yet there were more pressing concerns for the gunboat sailors, as a third wave of Japanese raiders appeared. John Evans ‘had a mouth full of cake’ and struggled to bring his gun to bear: ‘This time they dived straight at Scarab [and] with a feeling of relief I saw the bombs pass overhead … The firing was not so good this time but good enough to save the lives of every white person and no ships were lost. I’m sorry to say that the water was full of dead chinks and debris from sampans and junks.’

		Further along the river in Wuhu, the British consul, the flag captain and the other senior officers in Ladybird had been fired upon by shore batteries. The ship was hit four times, killing one man and injuring a further two, including the flag captain. As HMS Bee arrived she was also targeted, and Rear Admiral Holt went ashore, incandescent. ‘I put on my protest face,’ he wrote to his son. ‘Colonel Hashimoto had not much to say except that he thought it must be his fault, and admitted that his men did not know one flag from another.’ Nevertheless, Japanese weapons stayed trained on the British vessel. Scarab soon arrived in Wuhu to relieve Ladybird. Because of the delicate diplomatic situation, John Evans and his shipmates were not allowed on shore, but they were able to trade cigarettes with visitors. ‘We had a few Japanese soldiers on
			board,’ he wrote. ‘Quite pally too!’

		After the fall of Nanking, Chinese civilians and soldiers suffered unimaginable violations at the hands of Japanese troops. Hundreds of thousands of people were tortured and killed. Tens of thousands of women and girls were systematically raped and mutilated. Thousands more were subjected to other unspeakable atrocities. British citizens, embassy staff and some civilians had already been evacuated. Aboard one ship, HMS Capetown, a plaque was installed in the sick bay commemorating the birth of a Chinese baby during the voyage to Hong Kong.

		With Japanese forces now in control of much of north-eastern China, Shanghai was strategically redundant. Hong Kong, some 750 miles to the south-west and as yet relatively untouched by the fighting, would now become the cornerstone of British influence. Charles Thomas had arrived from the Mediterranean in July 1937. He joined the staff of the naval wireless station, located offshore on Stonecutter’s Island. In a letter to his parents, he described an abundance of plant and animal life – a ‘naturalist’s paradise’ – and the relative comfort of the living quarters, complete with tennis and badminton courts, billiard tables, bar, and swimming pier. His duties involved two days in the main transmitting station followed by two days on watch at the hillside receiving station, from where he could enjoy a view of the harbour: ‘The twinkling lights of the peak seem to meet the stars and it is hard to find the
			dividing line.’

		Life at the wireless station was unusual in many ways. ‘There is nothing of the Navy about it,’ wrote Thomas to his aunt. It was effectively ‘a civvy job with sensible hours’. Uniform regulations were relaxed. Most wore shorts, shirts and sun hats in the daytime, and at night ‘pajamas tucked inside stockings, and shorts worn outside, as a guard against bites’. Pay went further here than elsewhere. Food was so cheap that each man received around twenty Hong Kong dollars per week in savings from the mess allowance, of which four dollars paid for Chinese servant boys: ‘They do all the “housework”, wait on you at meals, bring tea in the morning before getting up, bring tea whilst you are on watch and make your beds spreading the mosquito nets before you turn in at night.’

		Hong Kong was well known for its highly stratified colonial set. Sailors referred to the numerous club and society balls of the Far East as ‘snobbery parties’. This was a feature of life in the British colony which particularly antagonized Thomas, a young man who was already beginning to form strong opinions about the ills of the British class system: ‘Every European here is waited upon hand and foot. I am, myself, I admit. It must go to the heads of these people who have created a caste which is nauseous to say the least.’

		The Chinese, however, were a source of perennial fascination. On the streets, while men had ‘adopted English dress’, women still wore ‘picturesque and gaily coloured dresses in Chinese style’. Shopkeepers tallied by abacus. Order was maintained in many of the rougher areas by Sikh policemen, installed by the British to maintain order, ‘armed with huge wooden truncheons’. Poverty was unavoidable. ‘There are hundreds of homeless Chinese and they sleep on the pavements even in the main streets,’ wrote Thomas. ‘Little boys of from four to ten years of age work all day blacking shoes and girls of the same age sell newspapers at night.’ Cholera was rampant, and the staff of the wireless station received regular inoculations and booster shots. For Thomas, there was an inescapable conclusion: ‘This colony is very nice for the British residents but the Chinese population is
			just left to carry on as best they can. The filth and poverty is appalling and I should not wonder at any epidemic breaking out.’

		Sailors were drawn to the Wanchai district, which contained the China Fleet Club and other servicemen’s bars and hostels. It was crowded and rowdy. Prostitution was rife, as were venereal diseases. Official estimates put the rate of infection ashore at around 60 per cent of the local population. One in five of the ship’s company of HMS Delight fell victim during a six-week stay for repairs in 1938. John Evans felt strongly about the issue: ‘I don’t think the average Englishman at home realizes the horrible and disgusting, not to mention degrading, things that go on in these foreign places.’

		By early 1938, the British naval base at Hong Kong began to move towards a war footing, with enhanced security procedures and improvements to defences. ‘Things are being tightened up here,’ Charles Thomas wrote to his brother. ‘I would not be surprised if this colony was attacked. Naturally they will be out of hand altogether and I can’t imagine our being in a position to stop them because an attack by Germany and Italy in the west would be certain.’

		News of the Japanese advances on the mainland and tales of the ensuing atrocities led to large-scale anti-Japanese demonstrations throughout Hong Kong. In the cinemas, images of the nationalist military leader Chiang Kai-shek were greeted with raucous cheering by the Chinese audience members. As the multitude of refugees from the north grew, increasing numbers of Japanese shops in the settlement were forced to close by a combination of boycotts and protests. British servicemen were warned ‘not to join crowds or throw crackers’.

		The upheaval led to demands from the British business community for guarantees of protection in the event of violence. Charles Thomas was not impressed: ‘If Hong Kong was attacked all these business men would move to Macao and if Macao were attacked then to Saigon. They are all right making money in a country but my stars when it comes to any trouble! They howl for warships at the least sign of any trouble as in Spain.’ Nevertheless, the businessmen were right to be concerned. British strategy was unequivocal: in the event of a Japanese attack, Hong Kong would be abandoned. Singapore would be the last British bastion in the Far East.

		The Singapore naval base was officially opened on 14 February 1938 ‘with much fuss and pomp’ according to Lieutenant Ian Anderson, serving in the submarine HMS Olympus: ‘The dock was opened by the Governor who sailed into it in his yacht standing on the prow with the Sultan of Johore, saluting, which looked most impressive, though it would have been more so if the Chinese pantry staff of the yacht had not been lounging on the deck below blowing Woodbines and looking completely bored.’ There was an RAF fly-past followed by speeches consisting, in Anderson’s words, of the ‘usual Government flannel’. A band played ‘God Save the King’, which ended with a ‘mad rush by all the guests to get to the marquees’.

		Lieutenant Vere Wight-Boycott passed through a few weeks later, on his way to join HMS Delight at Hong Kong. ‘The naval base at Singapore, although from the Daily Express you would imagine was completed, is far from it,’ he wrote to his father. ‘They have got no further than building some of the shops, but none of the machinery is installed. This is of course a long way to have got, as they have had to remove a hill, cut down a jungle, and drain a swamp to get as far as they have.’

		By the summer of 1938, the Japanese were firmly in the ascendancy. Although Shanghai itself remained nominally international, the changing power dynamic was clear. Sailors visiting the nearby island of Wei Hai Wei found the British clinging to their foothold. ‘The situation ashore is quite incomprehensible,’ wrote Wight-Boycott to his mother in June 1938. ‘Though the island appears almost entirely British, just like Malta, it is rented from the Chinese. But it has been captured by the Japanese.’ Submariner Ian Anderson recorded in his diary that ‘the Japanese flag flew proudly on Centurion Hill’. Yet he noticed that the remaining British residents were attempting to assert their rights: ‘Most of the island was labelled “British Property” in large white noticeboards, and there was a liberal sprinkling of Union Jacks on houses and gates.’

		On the mainland, there was no shortage of evidence of the character of the Japanese occupation. ‘Their army is quite mad and believe they are divine, which after all is one of the usual symptoms,’ wrote Rear Admiral Holt, in charge of the gunboats of the Yangtze. Ian Anderson reported one example of the treatment of the local Chinese population which particularly attracted his opprobrium: ‘A disgusting and uncivilised order that they should bow low before all Japanese when passing them in the street, a regulation enforced without hesitation by a blow in the face from a rifle butt.’ Nevertheless, he also noted that Chinese resistance fighters were said to be killing one Japanese sentry at random every night. John Evans told his wife that ‘the Chinese are being used as slaves … They shoot them when their services are no longer required.’ He had heard many reports of Japanese atrocities:
			‘A French nun and a Russian girl were raped in the Yangtzepoo Road a few days ago by seventeen Japanese soldiers, both victims have since died.’

		It was against this backdrop of a brutal and relentless Japanese advance in China that sailors in the Far East learned of the crisis over German moves on Czechoslovakia. Press reports were devoured and details pored over. ‘I expect you are listening to the news pretty carefully these days to see whether we are at war or not,’ wrote Lieutenant Vere Wight-Boycott to his father on 25 September. ‘I don’t myself think G.B. will be involved. We will stand aside as usual and let Germany do what she likes, and “Perfidious Albion” will be the cry again. Still, by the time you get this you may be dusting off your Truncheon.’ That evening he gave a short lecture to the ratings in HMS Delight on global geopolitics: ‘I found there were a number of large gaps in my knowledge of what had happened to date so I did a bit of inventing to fill them in.’

		In response to Germany’s actions, Chamberlain ordered the Royal Navy to prepare for war. It was a widely publicized move, and the most substantial deterrent Britain could muster. In Hong Kong, there was little appetite for a European conflict, despite the sense of impotence and frustration at the inability of the British government to impose itself. ‘During the past week, everybody in the Colony has been in a state of tension fearing that Japan might attack us if war was declared on Germany,’ wrote Charles Thomas in Hong Kong. ‘This place is not expected to hold out and Singapore would be the centre of operations.’

		The news of the Munich Agreement was greeted with relief. Although Chamberlain’s ‘piece of paper’ would later become infamous, it was seen by many as a timely reprieve. On 2 October 1938, submariner Ian Anderson received a letter from his father:

		
			We are living here through anxious and historic days. Till the last day of September war with Germany seemed almost inevitable. Then came a wonderful change … war staved off for a time and we hope and pray for all time. Chamberlain is the hero of the hour for the great fight he made for peace. He showed splendid courage and determination. It is however not an ideal peace. Czechoslovakia has had to make great sacrifices and much sympathy is felt for her … At any rate peace pleases the people … one couldn’t help thinking of the terrible slaughter amongst women and children that modern weapons would bring.

		

		Not everyone was so pleased. ‘It is the duty of every able bodied man and woman in the Empire to make himself or herself prepared to accept the challenge of the dictators if and when it is offered,’ wrote Charles Thomas. ‘At present they seem to be very busy showing their strength on the weakest opponents they can find. It sickens me to read the hypocritical speeches of Hitler and Mussolini … Religious and racial persecution do not belong to this century and it appears to me that this will prove their undoing.’ He had a firm opinion about what Britain required: ‘another William Pitt or Palmerston to dictate to the dictators. A quadruple alliance of Great Britain, France, U.S.S.R., and the U.S.A. plus the smaller European democracies could do this.’

		The Munich Agreement gave fresh impetus to rearmament and plans for war. Training exercises attempted to prepare for the defence of Singapore. One event in February 1939 involved twenty-five warships and over 10,000 troops. These efforts did little to enhance morale. Vere Wight-Boycott wrote to his father describing a simulated defence of the base in April 1939: ‘In spite of headlines “Attack on Singapore Repulsed” the Combined East Indies Squadron and China Fleet exercise resulted in the absolute failure of the defence to prevent air attack and naval bombardment … This is the second year in succession that the defence has failed.’

		The Royal Navy’s foothold in the Far East appeared increasingly precarious. Japan was a dangerous new enemy: brutal, relentless and expansionist. Few sailors doubted that they would come under attack sooner or later. Midshipman David Leggatt, now of the submarine HMS Regent, wrote to his aunt back in Britain: ‘The Japs know that they can beat up our fleet here due to a vast numerical superiority and can force our hands to no mean extent. So far we are sliding, and I have no idea as to what will eventually happen … The only solution at the moment seems to remove the Empire to an ice-floe and somebody would probably bomb us out of that!!!’

		Sailors were frustrated that more was expected of them than was possible given the circumstances. Vociferous criticisms from the expatriate communities were the cause of much resentment. ‘I think the trouble is that the Navy guarantees to protect the lives of British Subjects but not their property,’ wrote Vere Wight-Boycott. When Hankow fell in October 1938, Rear Admiral Holt was annoyed by criticism from the business community. China, he stated, had been ‘occupied by the Japs, and this rightly or wrongly by martial law and there is nothing I can do about it … The British Navy is not much use to anybody here now.’

		As the Japanese advanced through northern China, the crews of the gunboats on the Yangtze were the last remnants of British influence in the region: isolated, ancient, and soon to come under serious threat of elimination. John Evans described the scene:

		
			A harmless gunboat anchored in the Yangtze-Kiang, dirty brown water swishing by, the only scenery being the ghostlike appearance of Pukow and Nanking two miles astern, a few Japanese warships, and on either bank rice and paddy fields. At night, everywhere in darkness, and not a sound can be heard except for the throb-throb of Scarab’s dynamo.
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