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For Robert and James

May they never have to fight such battles.

In the words of the great Paddy McAloon,
 
let’s hope those kinds of conflicts are

‘as obsolete as warships in the Baltic’.*

 

 

 

 

 

* From the first verse of Faron Young, from Prefab Sprout’s Steve McQueen album (1985).





Foreword

The sinking of the Bismarck was one of the defining moments of war at sea in the European Theatre and has generated considerable historical study and comment. One might therefore question the value of another book on the subject. My judgement is that this book adds new material and provides us with additional and different reflections on issues that this action has previously raised.

I am particularly struck by the well-researched accounts from a good cross-section of personnel. They, together with the narrative, bring out so much that is enduring about navies and their operations as well as the specifics of this particular operation. The enduring importance of range, damage control and logistics come through strongly in this book, which also shows us the decisive use of naval air power for both reconnaissance and attack.

No commander plans or executes an operation without an eye on the weather. It can be both an enemy and a friend at the same time and this was the case in May 1941. The same weather that made carrier flying so challenging also frustrated the U-boats.

The sheer professionalism of the ships’ companies so evident in this action, as is related on the following pages, was the bedrock of the successes that the Royal Navy ground out in the Atlantic, in the Mediterranean and finally in the Pacific over the next four years. It is, of course, part of the legacy that today’s sailors and marines aspire to match.

The eyewitness accounts quoted in this book confirm vividly the ferocious pounding the Home Fleet gave the Bismarck to ensure her sinking. Additionally, they give support to the view that there was something very personal as well as operational and strategic about the need to destroy Bismarck. The loss of the Hood, although technically not surprising – she was never given the required modernization -was a huge shock to the Nation as well as the Royal Navy.

Between wars it is always a challenge to continue to afford modernization. This was certainly the case for the Royal Navy and Hood was a prime example of that. In the 1940s the Royal Navy had to rely on too many ships of First World War vintage, including battlecruisers, which were known to be susceptible to plunging shellfire due to inadequate levels of protection.

In considering the strategic context of the story that unfolds here, we must remember that Britain stood very much alone in May 1941. Major reverses had been suffered on the ground. While the threat of invasion had been removed by the successes of the RAF in the Battle of Britain, the German bombing campaign against the cities was in full swing.

The Royal Navy was stretched across the Atlantic and Mediterranean and paying the price for insufficient investment in the 1920s and the late decision to rearm in the 1930s. Add to this the consequences of Arms Control agreements and the Admiralty and Fleet Commanders were at times looking down the barrel of defeat. To have lost the Hood and let Bismarck avoid retribution would have had a devastating effect on morale and reputation, the latter being particularly important in the perception of the United States and Soviet Union.

The operational, potentially strategic, leverage the German Navy would have been able to exert with the Bismarck joining Scharnhorst and Gneisenau in the Atlantic ports, while undertaking the U-boat campaign, might well have put the Royal Navy past the tipping point. This well written and absorbing book reminds us how this situation was avoided while clearly illustrating the home truths about war at sea. I commend it to you.

Admiral Sir Jonathon Band GCB Former First Sea Lord & Chief of Naval Staff
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Author’s Introduction

O’er the glad waters of the dark blue sea,

Our thoughts as boundless, and our souls as free

Far as the breeze can bear, the billows foam,

Survey our empire and behold our home!

Lord Byron, The Corsair

There have been many books written on the short life of the German battleship Bismarck, considered by the British a corsair bent on piratical exploits in the vast ocean. Bismarck’s breakout into the Atlantic in the Second World War and her subsequent pursuit and destruction at the hands of the Royal Navy is one of the epics of naval history, a yarn that continues to exert fascination. Surely the entire story has been told already? Well, actually no, not quite. That is why I decided to write a book defined by what it leaves out, rather than gauging its success by how much could be put in. I hope to alter perspective on this familiar story by presenting a powerful narrative almost entirely from a single point of view – that of the Royal Navy – but spread across a number of ships. This is, therefore, not the story of Bismarck, but rather an attempt to piece together what it was like for the men in various vessels of the Royal Navy to pursue and destroy a single warship that could, by escaping their retribution, in the wake of Hood’s destruction, shape the whole course of the war. Therefore, this book does not seek to put readers inside Bismarck, other than to provide minimal detail necessary for the propulsion of the narrative or illustrate the horror of war. The idea is for the reader to get a feel for what it felt like to be engaged in the desperate hunt for Bismarck. To tell the story from the German point of view as completely as that of the British would remove all the tension from each twist and turn. No less a man than the late great popular historian Christopher Hibbert put it this way: ‘You’ve got to make the reader want to know what’s going to happen next, even if you’re writing about something, the outcome of which is well known. You have to build up an atmosphere, almost like writing a novel or detective story.’1



When I was completing my account of British warships named Rodney – HMS Rodney – I also had to take a difficult decision on what to leave out of that book. It was simply too long. Taking an axe to the three chapters that told the story of battleship Rodney’s part in destroying Bismarck seemed the wisest option, as anything culled from them could be used as the basis for another book, while other sections would not so easily find a home elsewhere. Material was not, therefore, cut because it was weak, far from it. It actually provided some of the most powerful elements in HMS Rodney, revealing the final battle between the Home Fleet and Bismarck in a brutally honest fashion that I had not seen presented in any other book. The compressed account that eventually appeared in HMS Rodney still, hopefully, did the job well – preserving the balance in a book telling the story of all Rodneys, from 1759 to the Second World War, while playing a key role in restoring the reputation of the Birkenhead-built and Devonport-manned battleship as one of the greatest British warships. During the more than two years that I have been working on this book – expanding the scope far beyond anything even I thought possible – I have been nervous about taking a gamble by sitting on some of the extraordinary material culled from the earlier book that is finally published here. Would somebody else present an account of the Bismarck episode that negated my efforts? In short, would they beat me to the punch? That has not happened, not because the material isn’t out there, but possibly because other people are not looking for it, due to Bismarck exerting a peculiar hold on authors’ imaginations and motivations. Other people are perhaps not interested in looking for unpublished British eyewitness accounts. The Royal Navy ships, and the achievements of their men, do not necessarily interest them to the same extent as Bismarck. Nor do the full eyewitness accounts of the British aviators from HMS Ark Royal’s squadrons, who delivered the fatal blow to Bismarck’s steering. Their exploits, like much else in the story, are well known, but it is the fine detail, the human element, that is missing in many cases.

I am proud to say that there is plenty of fresh material here, for the reality of what happened on the British side out there in the Atlantic in 1941, as presented in the following pages, is perhaps somewhat more heroic and horrific than some, though not all, earlier accounts would have us believe. Heroic, in that the Royal Navy’s men had to contend with old ships and obsolete aircraft operating in extreme sea conditions with only the benefit of early radar to bolster their extraordinary seamanship, bravery and fortitude. I hope my account is also honest, too, in revealing the necessary brutality of the Bismarck episode’s finale and the fact that a major motivating factor for the British sailors and marines was revenge for the murder of 1,415 of their shipmates on Hood. It is fashionable to place a modern, touchy-feely slant on significant events such as those covered in this book, to rewrite people’s motivation and censor their darker feelings. What veterans felt after the war, with the softening of old enmities, is sometimes allowed to replace the way they really felt during hostilities. The reality is that avenging Hood was probably THE major driver for those involved on the British side. They had known Hood as a feature of their lives since boyhood and, once they joined the Navy, either served in her, or had friends who were members of the battlecruiser’s ship’s company, many of them dying at the hands of Bismarck. The pursuit and destruction of Bismarck was therefore an extremely personal endeavour for the men of the Royal Navy. Sympathy for the German battleship’s survivors came after the guns were silent. Killing the Bismarck was a horrific and disgusting business, which might explain why a number of those on the British side decided not to make too much of it. Like any rational and right-thinking human beings, the individuals involved were possibly ashamed of what they were forced to do in order to ensure their nation’s survival during its darkest hour – as it fought on alone against the Nazis.2 They did not wish to revisit those baser instincts, those acts of desperate necessity, in detail at a later date. However, not to reveal the full scale of the brutal business of war at sea is to help foster the illusion that it is a long-range, remote, almost bloodless, affair: a tale of machines rather than men.

The images of Bismarck lying on the seabed that have been obtained by expeditions to investigate her wreck in recent years do not convey the sheer horror of her end. The smoke, flames, blood and gore have all long gone, leaving only a punctured, pitted shell. This author once received a letter from a Bismarck enthusiast claiming his beloved battleship was still intact on the seabed and had therefore gloriously outlived Rodney, which, so he crowed in screaming capitals, had been turned into razor blades after the war. Such bizarre reasoning sees warships merely as metal constructs, rather than living, breathing communities afloat that, once the flesh and blood contained within has been eviscerated, no longer exist. Not to lay bare the brutality of the final battle, as well the raw horror of other moments, such as Hood’s loss, undermines the courage in the face of adversity shown by ordinary men plunged into extraordinary circumstances, on both sides. To lay out the story as if it was a gigantic game of chess would especially betray the incredible courage of the Royal Navy’s ships and men, for the weather was as serious a foe as the enemy. Just finding and hanging on to Bismarck, never mind bringing about her destruction, was a superhuman feat. Whether of high rank or just lower-deckers, the men who pursued Bismarck were made of remarkable stuff, but were, of course, products of harsh times.

Many had seen action in the First World War and had then endured the global Depression; while everyday life for the majority of people was still far from easy.

Humanity is to the fore in this story, since digressing into deep scientific analysis of technical aspects of the pursuit and final battle would risk making it inaccessible to many readers and suck the emotional marrow out of it, removing drama and pace. There were brave men on the German side, but I am not presenting their acts of courage here. I am interested in the endeavours of British sailors and marines trying to sink a ship that represented Fascism’s bid to starve to death the last remaining bastion of democracy in Europe. Bismarck was, at the end of the day, a machine of war created to do the bidding of an evil regime, which initiated a war in which millions died. Besides, the Kriegsmarine sailors’ side of this story is told well elsewhere with no need for in-depth replication in this account.

So much of the Bismarck saga is still open to debate, but one thing is for certain: just as Bismarck destroyed Hood, so the Royal Navy sought revenge and killed Bismarck just a few days later.

That is the story contained in this book.

Iain Ballantyne
 Plymouth, 2010





Prologue: The Hoodoo Ship

Within the span of seven days

From view to chase and kill

The pride of Hitler’s Navy learned

The might of Britain’s will*

May 1941
Steaming hard for the Denmark Strait …

The battleship HMS Prince of Wales was fresh out of the shipyard and already had a reputation as a bad luck ship. She was, in the words of her young sailors and marines, who took their slang from American pulp fiction novels and Hollywood movies, a hoodoo. A bastardization of the word voodoo, it invested the battleship with black magic mystique, which meant she was dangerous to keep company with. A dockyard worker had been killed on the slipway when Prince of Wales was launched at Birkenhead on the Mersey, and a bomb nearly hit her during a Luftwaffe air raid on the yard. Despite the unease caused by these incidents – for sailors are a deeply superstitious breed – the feeling was that, while others who got too close might suffer misfortune, Prince of Wales was in herself a ‘happy’ ship. She was, after all, one of the most powerful vessels in the Navy. Now, in late May 1941, Prince of Wales was steaming hard, in company with the most beloved of ships in the fleet, HMS Hood. The ‘Mighty Hood’, as she was universally known, was a First World War battlecruiser blessed with all the grace and beauty denied Prince of Wales by brutal, modern lines. The British capital ships formed in line astern battered their way through heavy seas, broad wakes flattening a heaving ocean enough to enable escorting destroyers to follow on and make decent headway. Many miles ahead, Royal Navy cruisers were shadowing the German battleship Bismarck and her cruiser consort, sending back reports to keep Hood and Prince of Wales on course for battle. In the turrets of Prince of Wales, civilian technicians worked feverishly to correct defects in her 14-inch guns. The hydraulic system was leaking so badly gun crews were wearing oilskins. It was not a good omen, but the young men in Prince of Wales were inspired by the sight of the biggest and most beautiful ship in the Navy steaming hard and fast ahead of them. One man who was awake to the likely reality of the contest that loomed was the battleship’s gunnery officer, Lieutenant Commander Colin McMullen. He was reminded by the presence of Hood that at the Battle of Jutland, a quarter of a century earlier, three British battlecruisers were blown apart, for their armour was too thin. To make sure his ship would be ‘flash tight’ McMullen did his rounds. Inside each of the three massive 14-inch gun turrets, he spoke to the men who operated the guns, telling them to hold steady during the action to come, those dressed in oilskins perhaps especially needing a morale boost. McMullen next climbed down vertiginous ladders inside turret barbettes to the very bottom of the ship, visiting shell rooms and cordite handling rooms, then the magazines, where many hundreds of shells and a corresponding amount of charges were stored: enough explosive power to destroy an entire town. He looked young sailors and marines in the eye, telling them: ‘Make sure all the flash tight arrangements are properly obeyed, clips on watertight doors and so on hammered down.’1 Only clips tightly hammered home could guarantee flash would not seep around the sides.

In the heat of action, with pressure on to feed ammunition to the guns, temptation to leave clips off, or doors slightly ajar, would be great. Some of the ships lost at Jutland even had cordite charges stacked in passageways. When the German shells hit, flash travelled instantly through each ship, detonating cordite and setting off shells, creating enormous explosions, tearing flesh and steel asunder.

When the moment of truth came the following morning, it was one of Prince of Wales’ youngest sailors who spotted the enemy ships. At around 5.30 am, they were no more than smudges of smoke, the boy shouting his report down from the crow’s-nest, his high-pitched voice quavering with excitement: ‘Enemy in sight!’

Next, over the horizon came the masts, then rapidly sharpening silhouettes, confirming they were indeed Bismarck and a heavy cruiser of the Hipper Class.

Up in the main gunnery control position, at the top of the battleship’s bridge tower, Lieutenant Commander McMullen opened his mouth to pass orders for the 14-inch gun crews to lay their weapons on target, but he was drowned out by a bugle call over the Public Address system. This was the ‘Still’, a signal for everyone to pause in whatever they were doing. The chaplain, the Reverend Wilfred G Parker, a New Zealander, was about to give his prayer before going into battle. Deep in the bowels of the ship, junior rating Joseph Willetts stopped handling cordite charges as the Sin Bosun’s2 voice burst out of the speaker: ‘That, which I will recite, was a prayer before the Battle of Edgehill. “Oh Lord, thou knowest how busy we shall be today. If we forget thee, do not forget us”.’3 Then the speakers fell silent. Willetts and the others were told to resume work, and so he began passing cordite charges forward again. Far above, McMullen waited for the prayer to finish, cursing under his breath. Now, finally, he could give orders for the guns to fix on their target. Barely eight minutes of thunderous action had passed when the inside of Prince of Wales’ gunnery control position was brightly illuminated, as if by a brilliant sunset. Lieutenant Commander McMullen was too busy using his optics to get the measure of the enemy to tear his eyes away and see what had happened.

* Anonymous poem written by an unidentified member of the Ship’s Company HMS Rodney following the pursuit and destruction of the Bismarck in May 1941. Source: IWM Department of Documents.





Chapter 1

Made with Blood and Iron

Battleship Bismarck was launched on St Valentine’s Day 1939 at the Blohm & Voss shipyard in Hamburg, and while her beautiful lines may have seduced many present among the cheering crowds, the leader of the Third Reich indicated he would not fall head over heels in love with her. The day after the launch, Captain Thomas Troubridge RN, British Naval Attaché in Berlin, a member of the Naval Intelligence Division and therefore a real-life forebear of the fictional James Bond, wrote his report for the Foreign Office, copied to the Director of Naval Intelligence (DNI) and Commander-in-Chief Home Fleet. Troubridge was the great-grandson of the legendary admiral and member of Nelson’s ‘Band of Brothers’, Admiral Sir Thomas Troubridge. Appointed Naval Attaché to the British Embassy in Berlin in the summer of 1936, Troubridge was an imposing figure. A fluent German speaker, he understood the Teutonic mindset completely. This, combined with his habit of frank speaking and incisive wit, made the Germans both respect and fear him. When at home in the UK, he made his feelings about the German dictator crystal clear, telling some British naval cadets during a pre-war lecture: ‘Fear God, honour the King and for God’s sake don’t be bluffed by Hitler.’ In his report on Bismarck’s christening and launch, Troubridge revealed the ceremony was presided over by ‘the Führer, who was assisted by practically every leading personality of the State and fighting services and a vast concourse of people.’1 As was the German tradition, the name of the new warship was kept secret until the moment of christening, just before she went down the slipway, when a wooden name board was unveiled on the bows. The new vessel was named after the man who forged a unified German super-state in the late nineteenth century, Otto von Bismarck. Troubridge told his masters that Hitler eulogized the ‘founder of the 2nd Reich’. Aside from saluting the powerful boost to German prestige represented by the new warship, Hitler used his speech to send a forceful message to the Kriegsmarine’s chiefs, indicating they could not expect to claim more than their fair share of rearmament resources. Furthermore, Hitler seemed to be telling his admirals that Germany, a Continental state founded via the use of its large army under the guidance of Bismarck, would not some seventy years later devote more resources to its fleet than necessary. ‘The new construction of a Navy sufficient to our requirements follows hand in hand with the rebuilding of the Army and the creation of a new Air Force,’ Hitler told the crowds assembled in the shadow of battleship Bismarck’s great hull. The Führer stressed that Bismarck, as a tool of the state and its people, would serve the greater good. Perhaps Hitler sought to resist the German Navy’s drive to accelerate its Plan Z regeneration scheme, which he had reluctantly approved in January 1939.2

No respecter of treaties, Hitler was quite happy to use the Anglo-German Naval Agreement of June 1935 as a means to slap the admirals down. He told those at the launch ceremony: ‘Limitations to the number of big ships, which in the circumstances are acceptable and are allowed for in the Anglo-German naval agreement, necessitate a compromise, when naming the vessels, between the understandable desire of the Navy to maintain their own traditions and the claims which the people and the National Socialist State impose upon the Fighting Services.’3

Hitler did not necessarily want war with the British and he knew that building a fleet to rival the Royal Navy would provoke them, just as the Kaiser had foolishly done before the First World War. The result two decades earlier was Germany strangled by the Royal Navy’s blockade and forced to sue for peace, even though its armies held the enemy at bay. The Kriegsmarine was also the least Nazified of the German forces, so Hitler was also possibly telling the admirals: ‘I’m the boss.’ In his report to London, Captain Troubridge observed that it was interesting to note Hitler used the word ‘tragbar’ (supportable) in reference to the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, when the world was accustomed to hearing the Führer refer to ‘treaties or conditions which Germany desires to alter’ as ‘untragbar’ (insupportable). Troubridge took comfort from the apparent enthusiasm of Hitler for building up land forces rather than a navy to threaten British trade and overseas colonies. The British Naval Attaché reflected that, ‘the Führer is, in his policy, a disciple of Bismarck, throughout whose age the navy “was left in a half developed state”. It is to be hoped that in the Hitler age it will be left in a 35% state4, which, incidentally, it has by no means yet attained.’5

During Bismarck’s commissioning ceremony on 24 August 1940, the new battleship’s Commanding Officer, Captain Ernest Lindemann, quoted a passage from a speech made to the Reichstag by Otto von Bismarck: ‘Policy is not made with speeches, shooting festivals, or songs, it is made only with blood and iron.’ Despite understanding little about naval warfare, and wary lest navy suck resources away from his land and air forces, Hitler still recognized hard power when he saw it, for when he visited the ship in early May 1941, he told Bismarck’s ratings they were ‘the pride of the Navy’. Had Captain Troubridge been there, he might have told the Foreign Office of the German dictator’s interesting emphasis on ‘the Navy’ rather than ‘the pride of Germany’, or ‘the Reich’. Perhaps Hitler sensed the Kriegsmarine held itself slightly apart from his designs and was not to be trusted entirely? Sea power and the mechanics of naval warfare were altogether too mysterious for the former infantry corporal and veteran of trench warfare in the First World War. He toured the ship and received a detailed briefing on how Bismarck’s gunnery systems worked, but remained uncharacteristically silent, appearing to be struck dumb by the sheer complexity of it all, which no doubt reinforced his aversion to naval matters. Lieutenant Burkard von Müllenheim-Rechberg, fourth gunnery officer and adjutant to Captain Lindemann, gained a clear impression of the Führer’s disconnection from matters of naval warfare. While conceding Hitler ‘was very much interested in military technology’, the young gunnery specialist recorded that Germany’s political boss ‘could not find a single word to say about this masterpiece of naval construction and weapon technology. He was not moved to comment.’6 Admiral Günther Lütjens gave a presentation about his experiences during a recent Atlantic sortie. He had just returned from France after disembarking from the battlecruiser Gneisenau following her successful ‘operation Berlin’ commerce-raiding voyage in partnership with sister ship Scharnhorst, at the same time as the fast and heavily armed cruisers Hipper and Scheer were also at large. The four German warships accounted for nearly fifty enemy merchant vessels, around 270,000 tons of shipping sent to the bottom of the ocean or captured. Lütjens said he thought a similar deployment involving Bismarck could be even more successful, especially working with Scharnhorst and Gneisenau and supported by the new heavy cruiser Prinz Eugen. Possibly even Tirpitz could break out with her sister ship? Certainly, he told Hitler, no single British battleship could hope to take on Bismarck and win. This did nothing to settle the German Chancellor’s mind, for he privately believed war against commerce might be better pursued via (much more expendable) U-boats, rather than surface raiders. He reminded Lütjens of the lethal potential of British aircraft carriers and their torpedo-bombers, which, as everybody present would have been well aware, had several months earlier put the Italian battle fleet out of action, with a daring raid on Taranto. The admiral conceded they were a threat. One German historian, trying to read Hitler’s mind during that May 1941 visit to Bismarck and Tirpitz, has asked: ‘Was he thinking how much more effectively such towering masses of war materials might have been utilized or how much better the 4,700 men comprising the two crews would be better contributing to the war effort if serving in the other branches of the armed forces?’7 However, having constructed Bismarck and Tirpitz, the Kriegsmarine was not about to let them stay confined to the Baltic. Like their counterparts in the Royal Navy, indeed in all the other leading fleets, German admirals still put their faith in battleships as the principal arbiters of sea power.However, not only did potential enemies tremble at the sight of a battleship’s menacing silhouette steaming over the horizon, so also did governments faced with finding the money to maintain them or build a new generation. Also, every time a battleship set sail it was a gamble with national morale – to lose such a powerful symbol of nationhood would be a serious blow indeed, never mind the potentially huge loss of life. This was probably very much on Hitler’s mind during his visit to Bismarck, but he preferred not to talk about it. After eating a one-course vegetarian meal in silence, he launched into a monologue about the need to invade Romania to protect ‘German minorities’. He also declared America would not enter the war, something Captain Lindemann disagreed with, much to the dismay of staff officers present. Hitler’s four-hour visit to the ship came to an end after another speech by Lütjens in which the admiral reiterated the success that might be achieved by Bismarck. Lütjens stated emphatically the objective would be to defeat the British wherever they could be found. Von Müllenheim-Rechberg observed that from the Führer there was, again, no response. During his visit Hitler heard no specific reference to the battleship’s forthcoming sortie into the Atlantic. The German naval high command had decided to keep the Führer in the dark about it until after Bismarck and Prinz Eugen, sailed. They feared not being allowed to proceed.





Chapter 2

Germany’s Masterly Deception

Prior to the First World War, the naval construction race between Germany and Britain saw two nations leap-frogging each other as their naval architects sought to create bigger and better battleships. Faced with British industrial might, the Germans, who on the whole produced better ships, found they could not win the numbers game. More than two decades on, Plan Z could not hope to fully match the British, who had a head start due to their large, if mostly elderly, extant battle fleet. Barred by the Anglo-German Naval Agreement from creating a fleet more than thirty-five per cent of the Royal Navy’s size, the Germans decided to go for quality rather than quantity. They achieved their aim without protest, because the British refused to believe the biggest of the new warships – Bismarck and Tirpitz – were intended to contest the open seas upon which the empire’s trade flowed. In that way the Germans pulled off a masterly deception, even if they received a lot of help from their future enemy in doing so.

Using the Washington Treaty and the later London naval conference1 as its guide to fair play, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement limited Britain’s next generation of battleships to 35,000 tons and it was expected the Germans would do the same. The head of the Kriegsmarine, Admiral Erich Raeder told his naval architects to create a battleship that would in reality displace 45,000 tons (standard)2, but in July 1936 the official figure handed over to the British was 35,000 tons, with a beam of 118ft and a draft of 26ft. The principal weapon would allegedly be the 14.8-inch gun. In reality, the Germans armed Bismarck and Tirpitz with eight 15-inch guns as primary armament, with twelve 5.9-inch guns as secondary, plus sixteen 4.1-inch, sixteen 37mm and thirty-six 20mm anti-aircraft guns.3 The UK’s Director of Naval Construction assessed that such a broad beam and shallow draught indicated the main theatre of operations for Germany’s ‘Battleship F’ (the future Bismarck) would be the Baltic, in other words against the Russians, something with which some senior naval officers agreed. By early 1937 there were those in the Naval Intelligence Division who argued the Germans were probably lying about the new battleship’s dimensions – that she had more displacement, deeper draught, bigger guns and was generally much larger, probably indicating an ability for deep ocean raiding and the endurance to match. Such views were politically inconvenient in an era of appeasing Hitler.

It was easier to invest blind faith in the Germans keeping their side of the bargain. The British have a habit of playing things straight when others might be cheating because it’s the done thing, the honourable course. Scrutinizing the reality of Bismarck’s design might have led to the conclusion that Britain should also cheat, but that would not do. Better not to look too closely.

It was also easier on the public finances. Hitler, who left the technical details of warship construction to his admirals, saw the Anglo-German Naval Agreement as worthwhile only because, in promising not to rival the Royal Navy’s supremacy, Germany could build up a navy that would at least be big enough to counter French maritime power and also, of course, to support territorial ambitions in Eastern Europe.

In this way the British agreed to allow Germany five capital ships, a pair of aircraft carriers, twenty-one cruisers and sixty-four destroyers, plus a sizeable number of U-boats.4 By being so generous they of course permitted the Germans to build the very warships that would prove to be the Royal Navy’s biggest worry in May 1941. Bismarck was laid down in July 1936, her sister ship, Tirpitz, that October. Bismarck was, in reality, almost 814ft long and 118ft wide, with a deep load draught of more than 34ft. Even her standard displacement of nearly 41,700 tons – not including fuel oil, feed water for boilers and ammunition – was, of course, a flagrant breach of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. Bismarck’s fully loaded displacement was 50,900 tons, though the British did not know that until after the war.

In late December 1936, in a report intended to be seen by the Foreign Office – also copied to DNI as well as C-in-C of the Home Fleet – Captain Troubridge expressed a suspicion there was some kind of bid to outwit the British. He wrote: ‘The Anglo-German naval agreement was one of the masterstrokes of policy, which have characterized Germany’s dealings with her ex-enemies since the war. When the time is ripe, as history shows, it will unquestionably go the same way as other agreements; but the time is not yet.’5 However, the final sentence of this passage was not conveyed back to the Foreign Office, possibly because the Ambassador, Sir Eric Phipps, thought Troubridge should restrict his comments to naval matters, rather than speculating on political intent. Nevertheless, the DNI saw it, as did C.-in-C. Home Fleet. The Royal Navy was of course subject to the direction of the democratically elected government of the day, and neither the government, nor the British people was minded to pick a fight with Germany over its naval intentions. After the Second World War, Troubridge was asked by the wartime DNI himself, Rear-Admiral John Godfrey, why he did not flag up more prominently his concerns over where the Kriegsmarine’s expansion plans might be headed. Troubridge responded that while he had initially remained open-minded, though still wary, he hoped the Germans genuinely intended sticking to the restrictions. That they did not became obvious after Bismarck’s launch. Troubridge told Godfrey that a British diplomat based in Hamburg assessed Bismarck was ‘drawing a good deal more than she should’.6 The truth is that while the Royal Navy would have been quite open to the idea that the Germans were breaking the rules, the political leadership did not want to rock the boat. When Britain guaranteed Poland’s security on 31 March 1939, Hitler responded within weeks by applying ‘untragbar’ to the naval agreement and tearing it up, leaving the British with new battleships that abided by limitation treaties but were, on an individual basis, inferior to Bismarck.

Faced with two battleships, a pair of battlecruisers under construction, and three pocket battleships – each displacing around 16,000 tons (deep load) and armed with six 11-inch guns – already commissioned into service, between April 1933 and January 1936, the Royal Navy decided that despite Germany having nearly defeated Britain through unrestricted submarine warfare in the First World War, the main threat still lay in surface raiders. Funds were funnelled towards modernizing elderly, First World War-era capital ships and building new cruisers and battleships. Since the First World War the British had built only two new battleships, Rodney and Nelson (both laid down in 1922). Stunted in appearance, with a trio of massive gun turrets, each of which mounted three 16-inch guns, all placed forward, they were nevertheless effective, despite brutish lines and slow speed. The principal British naval aim was domination of the North Atlantic and Mediterranean, to secure those zones from the depredations of surface raiders and keep open supply routes and connections to far-flung parts of the empire. As the menace of Fascism grew through the 1930s, even the pacifist British public and parsimonious governments of the day found they could not ignore the need for new battleships. Initially, because the King George V Class battleships were designed to abide by naval limitation treaties, they were planned with a displacement of 35,000 tons. But the lapsing of those agreements ultimately gave naval architects an opportunity to be somewhat more ambitious, and so their displacement rose by another 5,000 tons. Unfortunately, because the design had originally played by the rules, the 14-inch gun was retained. Upgrading the main armament would have meant going back to the drawing board and, with the drumbeat to war sounding loudly, that simply was not possible. At 745ft long, with a beam of 103ft, the King George V Class ships were 68ft shorter and 15ft narrower than Bismarck and Tirpitz. The deep load displacement of 42,076 tons was less than the German battleships, although it was believed until after the Second World War that the Kriegsmarine’s new battlewagons were about the same displacement as the Royal Navy’s. With belt armour of 15 inches (maximum), the British ships were also, overall, less heavily protected than Bismarck and Tirpitz. With a top speed of 28 knots, they were one knot slower. Prominent among those urging creation of a new breed of ocean-going monsters in the early 1930s was Winston Churchill, who, as First Lord of the Admiralty a quarter of a century earlier, presided over the RN during the final years of its pre-First World War naval build-up.7 As war clouds gathered, he experienced many sleepless nights wondering if the British navy would manage to keep its lead over the Kaiser’s fleet. Now, despite all the blood and treasure spent in the early part of the century, Britain was once more involved in a naval arms race. The interwar treaties had merely postponed the inevitable settling of scores incubated by the unsatisfactory settlement at Versailles. Throughout his wilderness years (1929–1939), when no British government would listen to his dire warnings of a gathering storm, Churchill kept in touch with the Admiralty, which tolerated his forthright advice and lobbying on ship construction matters. The former First Lord of the Admiralty gave the Navy a voice in Parliament, even if it was rarely heeded, at a time when many in government doubted the whole point of the RN. Its bitter enemies included the upstart Royal Air Force, which had gained control of the naval air arm and suffocated maritime aviation ambitions in case they drew scarce funds away. When the government of the day reluctantly ordered new battleships, Churchill immediately offered strident advice to the Admiralty. Some of it was not entirely welcome, in particular his criticism of the decision to opt for 14-inch guns, which were smaller in calibre to those mounted in the new Japanese and American ships. Even the Queen Elizabeth Class battleships Churchill had been midwife to more than two decades earlier packed the punch of a 15-inch gun. He stated in a letter of August 1936 to Sir Samuel Hoare, First Lord of the Admiralty: ‘It is terrible deliberately to build British battleships costing £7,000,000 apiece that are not the strongest in the world.’8

Originally the King George V Class were to have a dozen 14-inch guns, which Churchill thought gave a weighty punch that offset the smaller calibre. However, the ships were redesigned to take only ten 14-inch guns. Churchill thought this a disaster, not only because it caused a delay in getting them into service but also because the punch was, in his view, not strong enough.

It was maintained by the Admiralty that, even so, the more numerous 14-inch guns – ten of them rather than eight 15-inch or nine 16-inch – had a faster rate of fire. The superior velocity and range of their shells would give them a longer reach and greater penetrative power. Mr Churchill was not persuaded. The former First Lord later grumbled that Britain gambled the fortunes of the Navy, and control of the sea, on ‘a series of vessels, each taking five years to build, which might well have carried heavier gun power.’ All ships of the King George V Class were laid down in 1937, but completion was slowed due to Britain’s withered shipbuilding capacity, which was suddenly burdened with not only constructing battleships, but also aircraft carriers, destroyers, cruisers and submarines. The first of class, King George V, named after the recently deceased monarch, was laid down on News Year’s Day 1937 and launched in late February 1939, less than seven months before war broke out.9

Prince of Wales, named after the prince who became Edward VIII before abdicating in late 1936, was laid down the same day and went into the water in May 1939. Duke of York, named in honour of the prince who became King George VI following Edward’s abdication, was laid down in May 1937 and would not be launched until February 1940. Two other ships of the class, Jellicoe and Beatty, were also ordered. Named after the feuding admirals who commanded the British fleets at the unsatisfactory Battle of Jutland during the First World War, their names were subsequently changed, possibly to avoid reminding a country on the brink of war that the Royal Navy’s magnificent battleships could sometimes fail to utterly defeat an enemy. Jellicoe became Anson, named after Admiral of the Fleet Lord Anson, an eighteenth century swashbuckler, who circumnavigated the world on a raiding expedition and reformed the Navy, introducing standard uniforms for officers and improving its fighting efficiency. Beatty became Howe, to celebrate another legendary Admiral of the Fleet, who, before Nelson, was the Royal Navy’s greatest hero in the interminable wars against the French of the eighteenth century. Anson and Howe would not be completed until 1942. By late 1940 only King George V had been commissioned, with Prince of Wales racing towards completion. So, while five British battleships were ordered, by the time Bismarck and Tirpitz were close to commissioning only two of them were anywhere near readiness, with Rodney and Nelson the most modern fully operational battlewagons the UK possessed on the outbreak of war. The rest of the Royal Navy’s capital ships were a mixture of reconstructed First World War-era or, worse, vessels hardly changed at all since that conflict. The RN’s ships were also spread across the globe trying to safeguard the Empire, while Germany could concentrate its smaller, but more modern, surface fleet in home waters, ready to send out on raiding missions. The likelihood of the Royal Navy having its capital ships, and enough of them, in the right place at the right time to intercept German raiders was slim. Therein lay the folly of the Anglo-German Naval Agreement. The Kriegsmarine had been allowed thirty-five per cent of the British navy’s strength when in war it was no easy matter for the Royal Navy to concentrate even that percentage of its power in home waters to counter Germany. The situation was of course made worse by the fact that Bismarck was potentially worth at least two British battleships. Had they instead worked to enforce Versailles and the various treaties restricting naval construction the British might have prevented, or at least delayed further, the advent of Bismarck and her sister. They might have, therefore, have bought time to rebuild old ships like Hood.



In spring 1941, contemplating how the Royal Navy might contain Bismarck and Tirpitz, Churchill, who had become Prime Minister in May 1940 after a second stint as First Lord of the Admiralty, continued to view the King George V Class battleships with dismay. They were ‘gravely undergunned’.10 Churchill, who was also Defence Minister, applied himself to considering how the Admiralty’s pressing need to construct more warships, including a new class of battleship armed with 16-inch guns, could be prioritized, bearing in mind the competing demands for steel to build tanks for the Army. The first two ships of the Lion Class – Lion and Temeraire – had been laid down just prior to the war, but in October 1939 construction was halted. It was not likely to resume, nor in the end would the final two ships of the class, Conqueror and Thunderer, even be laid down.11 All that could be managed in the short-term was completion of Duke of York, Anson and Howe; but work would begin by the end of 1941 on the one-off Vanguard, armed with second-hand 15-inch guns, some of which had previously been mounted in the modernized First World War-era fast battleships Warspite and Queen Elizabeth. The turrets themselves came from the light battlecruisers Glorious and Courageous, having been in storage since the early 1920s when these ships were converted to aircraft carriers. With no new battleships realistically possible beyond the KGVs, the fact that Britain at least possessed two 16-inch gun battleships must have been a source of comfort, but also of anxiety. Comfort, in that the Royal Navy at least had something to outmatch Bismarck’s main fire power, but anxiety because the formidably armoured Nelson and Rodney were so old and comparatively slow, with a top speed of only around 22 knots. It is a poor state of affairs when your most heavily armed battleships were first commissioned nearly two decades earlier. Due to their age they needed constant dockyard attention to keep running. In early May 1941, Nelson was in the South Atlantic, having just undergone maintenance in the dockyard at Durban, South Africa, while Rodney was due to leave Scotland for Boston in the USA and a major refit.

The man in command of the main striking force expected to intercept and kill Bismarck or Tirpitz if, and when, they attempted to break out into the Atlantic was fifty-six-year-old Admiral John Tovey. As Commanding Officer of Rodney in the early 1930s he knew full well the power of her 16-inch guns and also the vulnerability of her worn-out boilers. With King George V as his flagship, Tovey was also aware of the new battleship’s flawed main armament. ‘Jack’ Tovey was no stranger to combat at sea. Having joined the Royal Navy as an officer cadet at the age of fourteen, by the outbreak of the First World War he had command of his own destroyer, winning the Distinguished Service Order and a mention in dispatches for his tenacious command of HMS Onslow during the Battle of Jutland.

Tovey commanded the cruisers and destroyers of the Mediterranean Fleet during clashes with the Italians in the early part of the Second World War. Promoted to command the Home Fleet in November 1940, he would have a prickly relationship with Churchill, whom he felt was full of ‘bright ideas’ but was ‘most dangerous’12 when he dabbled in matters of strategy and tactics. For his part, Churchill regarded Tovey as ‘stubborn and obstinate’.13

On Monday, 19 May 1941, Bismarck weighed anchor in the bay at Gotenhafen14, her sailors imbued with supreme confidence. Despite never having been beyond the Baltic, the new Nazi battlewagon had already earned the sobriquet ‘most powerful warship afloat’ and was now to attempt a breakout into the Atlantic to prey on British shipping. In addition to Bismarck’s usual complement of 2,065, there were eighty-two men belonging to the staff of Admiral Lütjens aboard, plus 218 Luftwaffe aircrew and maintenance personnel for the battleship’s four aircraft. When it came to the command team for the imminent Rhine Exercise sortie, there was a stark division between the two principal players: Captain Lindemann, Bismarck’s Commanding Officer, and Lütjens. They had clashing personalities, described as ‘following orders’ (Lütjens) versus ‘obeying common sense’ (Lindemann).15 Lütjens was not capable of much empathy for those under his command – something he would later prove more than once – and was also a fatalist, perhaps because he knew he could only manage so many lucky escapes from the Royal Navy. In March 1941, Lütjens saw Rodney’s menacing silhouette emerge out of the darkness as Gneisenau was sinking a merchant ship in the northern Atlantic. The German battlecruiser showed Rodney a clean pair of heels. Was fatalism born of such close shaves really the right attitude for a man entrusted with the most important ship in the German fleet, a symbol of the power of the Nazi armed forces essential to the high morale of the nation? And was it right for him to expect the same mindset from Bismarcks eager, raw crew? Lütjens let them know from the outset they would either succeed or die. With little collective experience of naval warfare, Bismarck’s sailors probably did not comprehend how horrific the sacrifice might be, at least not on board their brand new battleship, which seemed invulnerable. The presence of Lütjens at the head of the mission already filled some men in Bismarck with pessimism. They recognized he had achieved some notable successes, but ‘his reputation on the lower deck was by no means enviable’. Furthermore, ‘His command in Gneisenau was marked by a chain of misfortunes and the superstitious had come to regard him as a Jonah. This reputation had followed him to Bismarck, producing, in consequence, a depressing atmosphere.’16 When she left Gotenhafen, Bismarck’s newly commissioned sister ship, Tirpitz, took her place in port, an attempt to fool British reconnaissance flights into thinking the former had not yet sailed. However, Bismarck was spotted leaving the Baltic by the Swedish cruiser Gotland, and this information swiftly leaked to Captain Henry Denham, the British Naval Attaché in Stockholm.



Had Gneisenau suffered at the hands of Rodney during Lütjens’ previous raiding sortie it might well have persuaded Adolf Hitler to ban any further such adventures by his capital ships. Notwithstanding the brush with Rodney, the success of the sortie by Gneisenau and Scharnhorst contributed to the German fleet’s decision to send out Bismarck just over two months later. Gneisenau and Scharnhorst were by May 1941 lurking at Brest, alongside the heavy cruiser Admiral Hipper. Exercise Rhine originally involved the two battlecruisers making a foray from Brest at the same time as Bismarck and Prinz Eugen, the operation due to start at the end of April. However, the refit of Scharnhorst would take longer than thought, while Gneisenau was torpedoed during a daring RAF raid on the Brest Roads and then damaged during British bombing of the port’s dry docks. Further misfortune struck when Prinz Eugen suffered mechanical problems. The Prinz Eugen was one of three German heavy cruisers that were far superior to any British ship armed with the same guns – 8-inch main armament – with the exception of the recently reconstructed cruiser London. Completed at Kiel in August 1940, Prinz Eugen was named after the Austro-Hungarian Prince Eugene of Savoy, who defeated the Ottoman Turks at several battles in the eighteenth century. Hitler was another Austrian with hopes of victories in the East. The name was also intended to carry on the spirit of the Austro-Hungarian Navy, which had ceased to exist with the end of the empire that used to rule the Adriatic from landlocked Vienna via control of the Dalmatian coast. The previous ship to carry the name had been a 20,000-ton battleship of the Austrian fleet, which, following defeat of the Central Powers in the First World War, was awarded to France. She was used as a target ship, the combined fire of four French battleships eventually sinking her off Toulon in the summer of 1922. Well-designed, the Kriegsmarine’s Prinz Eugen gracefully cut her way through heavy seas, keeping her forecastle clean. Possessing similar lines to Bismarck, except of course on a smaller scale, her vulnerability was a high-pressure steam propulsion system that was prone to break down. Like Bismarck, the Prinz Eugen’s design was a cheat – meant to displace 10,000 tons, her actual deep load displacement was 18,700 tons. A lot of this went into her impressive protection, with more than an inch of upper deck armour and an armoured deck inside the ship that was two inches thick. Despite this she had a top speed of more than 32 knots. With a standard complement of 1,600, which was more men than it took to run a British battleship, Prinz Eugen in May 1941 was commanded by Captain Helmuth Brinkman. He told his sailors at the commissioning of Prinz Eugen the previous summer: ‘We are a happy ship and we are a lucky ship – but in the long run luck comes only to those who deserve it.’17 Luck was an essential element of high-seas raider warfare, for the longer a German warship could avoid the tentacles of the Royal Navy, the better to cause distress and damage to the British war effort. As the exploits of the Admiral Graf Spee had shown in 1939, even the mere possibility of a singleton high-seas raider on the loose in the Atlantic and Indian oceans was enough to sow confusion and chaos in shipping lanes across the globe. Sailing times for convoys were disrupted and the Royal Navy found its resources stretched to the limit in both protecting merchant shipping and forming hunting groups. The success of Graf Spee and her sister ship Admiral Scheer in picking off merchant ships and the success of Gneisenau and Scharnhorst later, combined with the depredations of U-boats, were real threats to the Atlantic lifeline that sustained Britain. With America and Russia still neutral, Britain fought a lonely, losing battle against the Germans, who were triumphant on land everywhere, if not always at sea or in the air. The Kriegsmarine hoped that if it was able successfully to stage a surface raider breakout into the Atlantic, then the British might realize their domination of the seven seas was over. Their national morale would be dealt a fatal blow, the population at large would be under threat of starvation, and those who favoured a negotiated peace with Germany might win the argument. The rest of the world not under Nazi dominion might well write Britain off and accommodate Hitler’s desires for economic and territorial domination of Europe.

The war would be over.






Chapter 3

Storm-Tossed Sentinels

These were seas that pushed both vessels and men to the limit. According to one Royal Navy cruiser veteran the Denmark Strait was ‘a water spout full of violent seas’1 in which a ship did not just roll with the blows, but was twisted in the ocean’s savage grip.

The ship’s companies of British cruisers sent to loiter for weeks at a time in the Denmark Strait, awaiting attempts by German surface raiders to break out into the Atlantic, regarded their duty with dread and resignation. For, as one naval officer turned novelist later termed it ‘a ship was scarcely a ship, trapped and hounded in this howling wilderness’.2 In such circumstances a man became nothing more than an automaton, drawing on the last reserves of stamina and training to keep his warship barely functioning. Humanity was sucked out of men who became deadened, hollow-eyed husks, often vomiting where they stood with no care for a bucket. One veteran of British cruisers even recalled seeing his ship’s cat chucking up in a bucket. Usually pristine decks were covered in filth, and nobody made an effort to clean them, for what was the point? There was no holystoning the upper deck, or polishing anything below decks3 in the stormy Arctic, nor were there working parties to repaint the ship or any polishing of brass. Food and drink were spilled as marines and sailors tried, often in vain, to sip or spoon down some nourishment, but it was not cleaned up. As a ship dug into heavy seas the contents of toilets spewed forth and nobody cared to grab a mop, while rust made its mark throughout. Just getting through each day was more than enough effort, never mind striving for cleanliness and pristine ‘Pusser’s standards’.4 If a ship was a wet one – in other words, let in water, a common occurrence, depending on size – then water might slosh around inside cabins and claustrophobic compartments, with books, magazines, newspapers, clothes and other personal possessions, thrown to the deck by the movement of the ship, making a squalid soup. The County Class cruisers were perhaps better at keeping water out than other vessels, such as corvettes and destroyers. In Arctic seas their interiors possessed light and some heat, but were also, according to one sailor, ‘cold and humid, like a tomb’.5 There were those hardy souls, men with iron stomachs and impervious minds, who could overcome it all, such as cooks struggling with hot pots and sizzling trays as the ship pitched and rolled. Somehow they avoided scalding themselves or anyone else, in order to deliver sustenance to those who could keep the food down. For many days, when cooking was all but impossible, bully beef sandwiches, soup and ship’s biscuits were all that could be managed. Deep down in the engine rooms – in the heart of the ship, where the centre of gravity lay – old hands of the engineering department rode the roller-coaster with aplomb, making sure the ship could still steam. On the bridge the captain and his officers of the watch found that at least the sight of some vague horizon provided relief for queasy stomachs, enabling punch-drunk brains to function well enough to command the ship. Most British warships had open bridges, assailed by the full fury of the weather against which frail humans wrapped themselves in several layers. Sheepskin coats were only the outermost layer, with hats clamped on sailors’ and marines’ heads, and jackets, shirts and long johns underneath. They often survived only due to regular deliveries of steaming hot cocoa and, of course, the daily tot of rum, which was like an injection of fire into numbed, weather-beaten brains and bodies. In the severest weather nobody ventured on to the upper deck, for to do so risked being snatched away to an icy death. The sea used its fingers to find the weak spots in any ship design, punching in inch-thick glass on deadlights and making matchwood of boats on upper decks. The ships creaked and groaned with the strain of it all, the age and design of some British cruisers – among them County Class ships built in the 1920s – not helping. They were created to cruise the tropics, as guard ships of the far-flung empire, not to act as Arctic sentinels. In the vast and comparatively benign Indian Ocean, such fast ships might cover hundreds of miles in twenty-four hours hard cruising, whereas in the Arctic it could take a cruiser all her power to manage six miles in the same time period. Tall ships, with high freeboards, the County Class cruisers rolled violently –naval folklore claimed they would roll on a wet handkerchief – but they were tough. The County Class were made with riveted steel, providing flexibility newer, welded, ships lacked and so broke more easily.6

In the Arctic summer the Denmark Strait is 180 miles across at its narrowest point, framed by eastern Greenland and northern Iceland, but during the long months of winter, ice closes this cursed, 300 mile-long passage to around 60 miles wide. During the Second World War, the British narrowed it even further, by sowing mine fields. On its western side, the cold East Greenland current – of low salinity – carries icebergs south into the northern Atlantic, while close to Iceland the Irminger Current, a branch of the North Atlantic Current, takes warm water north. The more saline warm water cools as it moves north and sinks. It was an iceberg travelling south from the Denmark Strait that sank the Titanic. Trawlermen still venture eagerly into its turbulent waters to pluck a rich catch from the depths, for warm water meeting cold flowing south, creates upwelling, bringing food supplies for tuna, cod and other valuable fish. Fog is a constant companion due to warm water meeting cold and also because of ice drifting down from the Arctic. In certain stretches of summer those who sail the Denmark Strait live in a world of constant daylight while during the winter there are periods of round-the-clock darkness, further adding to the mind-numbing, spirit-draining experience of weeks on patrol for men of the British cruisers. There could, however, be moments of bewitching beauty in the Denmark Strait, when the weather cleared. The towering glaciers of Greenland shimmered and sparkled on the horizon, above a flat calm, mirrored sea. A brilliant sun, set in clear blue sky warmed the blood, reviving body and soul. The war could be forgotten just drinking in the splendour of the vista, a gently hissing bow wave sparkling like diamonds, icy slush brushed aside, creating a mesmerizing whisper. Often there was no other human life between a warship and Greenland or the Polar ice cap. Adding to the mystery of this unearthly part of Neptune’s realm, seemingly lost between sea and sky, was the aurora borealis – the famed Northern Lights – fluorescent ribbons dancing overhead, the product of high energy atomic particles blown by solar wind into the Earth’s magnetosphere. Some found it glorious, while others regarded them as satanic, symbolizing the edge of Hades. One cruiser veteran reflected gloomily on a ‘dark and sinister Arctic Ocean’, in which might be lurking a bringer of death, in the shape of a prowling U-boat. The hypnotic ‘unearthly brilliant rays of the aurora borealis only seemed to stress the finality of it all if disaster had struck.’7

In May 1941, the unenviable task of standing sentinel in the Denmark Strait fell to two heavy cruisers of the County Class, HMS Norfolk and HMS Suffolk, the former launched at Portsmouth Dockyard in December 1928 and the latter at Fairfield, on the Clyde, in February 1926. Both armed with 8-inch guns, they received extensive refits in the late 1930s, but remained a type of ship described with contempt by some as ‘tinclads’ due to their thin armour – around one inch of protection on their sides and turrets with a maximum of just over four inches around their magazines.8 This was even somewhat less than British cruisers built during the latter stages of the First World War, which had side armour on average three inches thick. But such ships were slower and less heavily armed than the County Class, and the accommodation for their sailors and marines, while bearable for short periods in the North Sea against the Kaiser’s fleet, did not lend itself to weeks at sea in the Mediterranean or East of Suez, never mind in the seemingly endless hell of ‘Patrol White’ in the Denmark Strait.

On 21 May 1941, Suffolk, having been relieved of patrol duties by Norfolk, set course for Iceland, her men’s spirits soaring at the thought of a brief respite.

Lieutenant Commander BW Smith recorded a sudden leap in morale: ‘With light hearts and good prospects we waved goodbye to the edge of the floe ice, at which we had gazed with increasing boredom for some days, and steamed away.’9 Waiting at the Hvalfjord would be sacks of mail containing news from home and, hopefully, some parcels, too. As the cruiser ploughed towards Iceland on the morning of Thursday 22 May, Ascension Day, her men found time to sit down and write their own news, for they knew there would be a very narrow window to get their mail away. The ship was monitoring Admiralty signals traffic, learning that the previous afternoon Bismarck and a heavy cruiser had been found and photographed by an RAF reconnaissance Spitfire in Korsfjord, near Bergen. A daring follow-up flight by a naval spotter aircraft discovered the big German ships gone. With that revelation, the Commanding Officer of Suffolk, Captain Robert Ellis, realized his men would not have much respite, if any. Lieutenant Commander CT Collett, Suffolk’s Air Defence Officer, recalled of the alert: ‘We had just completed oiling and were beginning to settle down to our first evening meal in harbour for some considerable time when we got our order to proceed as quickly as possible to patrol our old friend the Denmark Strait in company with HMS Norfolk.’10

So hopes of a few days in the Hvalfjord, or even of the ship going back to the UK were dashed, Suffolk weighing anchor at 11.30 pm. There would be no meals with the ship peacefully at rest – hot meals were impossible without the risk of everything being thrown to the deck. Captain Ellis anticipated his instructions would be simple: Suffolk would patrol the Denmark Strait and, if she made contact with Bismarck and her escort, fix their position and shadow, so enabling British capital ships to attack the German raiders.

With reconnaissance flights often not possible because of poor weather, the cruisers’ talents were vital, although visibility was often only three miles amid thick fog banks, stinging rain squalls and swirling mist – good for either the hunter or the hunted to hide in. It was essential the enemy be given no clue that British warships lay in wait. They could guess, but an intercepted wireless signal could provide the German ships with sure knowledge there were just two 8-inch cruisers on picket duty. They could push through without fear of a capital ship in the vicinity. To prevent the enemy from gaining any such advantage, the commander of the 1st Cruiser Squadron, Rear-Admiral Frederic Wake-Walker, would provide more specific orders via light signal for the forthcoming patrol to Suffolk, as she made her way out around Iceland. A torpedo and mine warfare specialist, Wake-Walker was a keen shot who liked to go wildfowling at Scapa. In May 1940 he had been a float commander for the evacuation of British and French troops from the beaches of northern France. His command ship, the destroyer Keith, was sunk by German dive-bombers, after which he commanded operations from a small boat. Now, a year later, pursuing a quarry somewhat more substantial – and dangerous – than geese in Orkney, the shooting admiral decided to position Suffolk, the ship blessed with the more powerful radar (or Radio Direction Finding equipment, RDF, as it was then known) nearest to the point where Bismarck and her attendant cruiser would likely emerge. Norfolk and Suffolk made their rendezvous at 10.00 am on Friday, 23 May, on the eastern edge of the Denmark Strait, off foggy Isafjordur, a fishing port in the north-west corner of Iceland, under high cliffs towering either side of them. In that majestic Wagnerian setting, signal lamps flickered between the two British ships as Wake-Walker passed over his instructions.

As Suffolk sped along, a very large goose left a flight heading north and for a number of hours flew parallel to the ship, level with the upper deck forward. Some keen shots in the wardroom volunteered to bring the goose down – aiming to drop it on to the forecastle. To justify this addition to the dinner menu they suggested the goose was probably an enemy bird carrying out a reconnaissance. Captain Ellis heard the request with patience and humour. Remembering Samuel Taylor Coleridge’s, The Rime of the Ancient Mariner, in which a ship and her crew were cursed when one of them killed an albatross, he forbade it. Suffolk’s Commanding Officer had clearly learned Coleridge’s lesson and wanted God on the side of his ship, not the enemy’s:

He prayeth best, who loveth best
All things both great and small;
For the dear God who loveth us,
He made and loveth all.

By the evening of 23 May, the cruiser was at the northern end of the minefield, patrolling south-west, before coming around again to follow a north-easterly course, running like a clockwork mouse between mines and the pack ice. Suffolk’s Executive Officer (XO), Commander Ludovic Porter, made a broadcast to the ship’s company, explaining that the German ships might well come their way to break out into the Atlantic. The skies above the ice were clear and there remained good vision for about ten miles, but beyond that, all the way to Iceland, was a ‘ragged wall of mist’.11 Wary of being caught out in the open by Bismarck, when Suffolk headed south-west she hugged the edge of the mist. Should a sighting be achieved, she could swiftly seek cover, to avoid destruction at the hands of the German battleship’s guns. However, by the nature of the ship’s construction, Captain Ellis and lookouts on the compass platform found her superstructure – including a large slab-sided hangar for Suffolk’s embarked aircraft – partially obscured their view astern. The ship’s surface search radar was also not able to ‘see’ in that direction. Suffolk might therefore not spot Bismarck immediately.

It was very comforting to have the blanket of mist and fog close at hand.

On the north-easterly part of the circuit, close to the ice on the other side of the clear channel, those problems were absent, for the cruiser had a clear view forward, with both radar and the ‘Mark One Human Eyeball’.12



Of course, there was the slight problem of having nothing to hide in. Suffolk was also, potentially, heading straight for much more powerful enemy ships, as the latter came south-west to break out. She would in such an event seek to stay at the maximum possible distance, while hanging on to their tails, sending out a stream of signals to enable the big ships of the Royal Navy to bring them to battle. Suffolk must not even sustain minor damage, for it might impair her ability to shadow the enemy. She must be able to keep up her speed. Her steering must be good enough to evade shells, too, while sailors and marines needed to keep their vigilance taut. Should Suffolk need to hide in the fog and mist, radar was vital to ensuring contact was maintained. RDF was a recent addition to British warships. Not all of them had it, nor among those that did was it necessarily the most effective variant. Suffolk’s Type 284 radar could be trained to cover arcs unavailable to fixed antennae radar, such as that fitted to HMS Norfolk, although Suffolk’s did, of course, have that blind spot astern. With fixed antennae radar the ship had to be turned to cover arcs, rather than the ship maintaining a fixed course/position and the antennae turning. Norfolk’s Type 286M radar had proved troublesome and according to Wake-Walker ‘had to be carefully nursed as all spare valves had been used’.13 Suffolk’s Captain Ellis realized the huge potential in radar, so had deeply acquainted himself with its advantages and limitations. Should his ship find herself marking down Bismarck he intended using it to the maximum. That ambition was shared by his boss, stationed fifteen miles south in Norfolk. As a very technically minded officer, Wake-Walker was keen on using the latest technology to give British warships the edge. He was eager for RDF to prove its worth and well aware history could be made, for it would be the first time radar had been used to shadow an enemy warship. Maintaining a safe distance while not losing contact was a very tricky objective to achieve, as Wake-Walker acknowledged: ‘Should the enemy turn on his pursuers when being shadowed from the quarter by a ship using this set [Norfolk’s], the shadower must act at once, but in turning away he loses RDF touch astern and is very liable to get caught or retire too far.’14 Like all of the Royal Navy’s cruisers – backbone of a global force – Norfolk was a hard-working ship and, since leaving a refit on the Tyne in mid- November the previous year had clocked up vast distances on each patrol. Telegraphist DA Hibbit, on Wake-Walker’s staff, proudly noted that this amounted to ‘over 53,000 land miles which is more than twice the earth’s circumference.’15 This was an average of 9,000 miles a month. Hibbit also recorded an incident from 20 May, which perhaps gave force to Wake-Walker’s decision to deploy Suffolk, with her more capable radar, further north and closer to the ice. ‘We crashed into the Ice Barrier which was invisible owing to thick white fog,’ revealed the young rating ‘and we had to go astern in order to extricate ourselves. Slight damage was sustained – no casualties. Damage consisted [of a] hole in the hull of the fo’cstle.’16



Knowing Suffolk’s blind spot problem was most acute on the south-westerly part of the circuit, Captain Ellis ordered the posting of more lookouts aft. They redoubled their vigilance as the cruiser turned and began heading south-west, at 7.00 pm. The moment of truth came twenty-two minutes later. One of the lookouts, an anti-aircraft gunner, Able Seaman Newall, tasked with looking for enemy air activity and apparently ‘feeling rather bored with an empty sky, idly lowered his binoculars into his lap and cast a vacuous eye on the horizon – there he saw two ships.’ The officer who related this also caustically observed that ‘his mind being equally vacant’ Newall initially reported ‘Bearing green 140 two ships’ believing they could be British. ‘Then his eyes popped out of his head! (for this he will probably get a medal).’17 Captain Ellis and others dashed from the warmth of the enclosed bridge to the starboard bridge wing, raising their binoculars to scrutinize the shapes emerging from a snow flurry some seven miles away. Bismarck and Prinz Eugen, managing an average speed of 24 knots and skirting the ice, trying not to hit anything too large, recorded their sighting of Suffolk at the same time she saw them. Once again, the niceties of life had to be abandoned, as recorded with some excitement by a Suffolk officer: ‘We were drinking our pre-dinner sherry, when action stations sounded off. The sherry was rather wasted! It was the enemy!’18 The German ships were well within killing distance of Suffolk. Captain Ellis ordered the wheel hard over to port, Suffolk racing for the fog to escape destruction. The sighting had a galvanizing effect on the ship’s company, including Lieutenant Commander BW Smith who regarded it as ‘a rude interruption hearing the emergency action call.’ He described a ‘quick dash into warm outer clothing and a hurried sprint forward (dodging those sprinting aft of course) and into the fore control19 went I, with a heart beating a little more rapidly …’ On reaching his action station, Lieutenant Commander Smith picked up some glasses to take a look at the enemy and thought she looked huge, though ‘she was to look even bigger later on’. Suffolk’s Commander Porter also inspected the German ships, which were ‘in plain view, the shape of the cruiser being overshadowed by the great bulk of the battleship. Every moment one expected them to open fire.’20 The three minutes it took for Suffolk to reach safety were agonizing. Everybody on the bridge and in lookout positions was tensed for shell spouts close by, hurling hot shrapnel into the ship, or, worst of all, something substantial hitting the cruiser and in one fell swoop sending her to the bottom of the icy ocean. But Bismarck seemed not to have noticed Suffolk. Rear-Admiral Wake-Walker later speculated that, unlike the British, the Germans did not use their gunnery radar for anything other than directing weapons, relying on visual observation for sightings. From his excellent vantage point in the anti-aircraft gunnery director, and via high-powered glasses, Lieutenant Commander Collett watched the enemy ships ‘slinking along the edge of the ice in a snowstorm [and for some] reason [they] did not open fire on us – at that short range he [sic] could have blown us out of the water.’



Suffolk immediately sent a report, but her wireless equipment was suffering from damp and so it got no further than Norfolk. Her Commanding Officer, Captain Alfred Phillips, was tucking into his dinner savoury of welsh rarebit in his sea cabin when he was rudely interrupted by the ship’s Chief Yeoman of Signals stumbling across the threshold, breathlessly exclaiming: ‘Suffolk’s got ‘em, Sir.’21 The Chief Yeoman handed over a signals intercept of the sighting report.

Action stations were sounded off, Norfolk’s sailors and marines finding themselves, as one junior rating described it, ‘closed up at our respective quarters’.22

Suffolk’s escape took her into a narrow space between two sections of a minefield, the ship carefully turning around, maintaining radar contact with the German ships as they continued on a northerly course, edging closer to the ice before turning south-west. Captain Ellis studied the radar screen over the shoulders of the set’s operator. Judging the distance to be enough for Suffolk to edge out of the mist, Ellis gave the order, but on emerging saw the Germans were still a little too close for comfort, so took the ship back into cover. Circling back, when Suffolk came forward again, the enemy were fifteen miles ahead, very close to the edge of the pack ice and pelting along at around 30 knots, trying to outrun their shadower. In Norfolk, Captain Phillips ordered his ship to make for the reported position of the enemy with all speed. An hour later, at 8.30 pm, the cruiser plunged out of a fog bank to find Bismarck and her escort only six miles off the port bow, the intervening distance disappearing rapidly as the ships closed. Starkly presented with imminent destruction if he did not make a sudden retreat, Norfolk’s captain ordered the wheel hard over to starboard and a smoke screen, to give the cruiser protection as she dashed for the mist. Bismarck was quick on the draw this time, unleashing a salvo from her 15-inch guns. The shells fell close to Norfolk’s stern, on the port quarter, sending splinters scything into the cruiser’s X turret. Rear-Admiral Wake-Walker applied a cool, professional eye to the action, describing ‘a broad wall of smoke and water at right angles to our line of fire, and I think that the spread for range and line was very small.’ The water close to the ship was ‘pocked with fragments and one complete burnished shell made what I think was its second bounce 50 yards our side of the salvo and ricocheted over the bridge.’23 Wake-Walker estimated up to three more salvoes fell, although he only saw one close together ‘fine on the starboard quarter’ due to Norfolk’s smoke screen. The cruiser passed on her dramatic information to the Admiralty, and it was picked up by ships scattered far and wide across the Atlantic who now wondered if they too might be drawn into the action. And so was set in motion ‘the intricate mechanism of pursuit’.24

In Suffolk there was keen rivalry with the other cruiser, Lieutenant Commander Collett proudly observing: ‘We were the first to sight the enemy without any doubt whatever although our sister ship Norfolk appears to be trying to get the kudos for it!’ At 8.30 pm, observers in Suffolk saw the enemy’s gun flashes in the mist, but while they expected splashes to surround them, nothing happened and it appeared Bismarck had been firing on Norfolk. The Bismarck sustained a serious blow, as her forward radar was put out of action by shock waves from her own guns, so Prinz Eugen came forward to take the lead. This enabled her gunnery radar to be used in determining the bearing and range to any likely targets found ahead. German and British ships kept up a bone-jarring speed, rushing headlong down the clear channel – both the mighty pursued and puny pursuers. Suffolk’s Lieutenant Commander Smith had a ringside seat from the fore gunnery control position. ‘This was a chase – how long it would last and whither the enemy would lead us were very much the unknown factors … We tore along at 30 knots and apart from snow slightly chilling the ardour of the personnel in exposed positions, our spirits were high.’





Chapter 4

Raise Steam with All Despatch

An officer of the Kaiser’s surrendered fleet in 1918, on seeing the bleak main British fleet anchorage at Scapa Flow for the first time, allegedly turned to his captors and asked: ‘And you really stayed here all the time – four years?’ On receiving an affirmative answer, he shrugged dismissively and responded: ‘Well, you deserved to win.’1 But beyond the anchorage is a verdant land, which contrasts starkly with the images lodged in the minds of many men forced to sit there at anchor, in not so splendid isolation, far from their loved ones. On a fine summer’s day at Scapa the desolate beauty of Orkney, a collection of islands clustered off the north-eastern tip of the Scottish mainland, could inspire a feeling of contentment and peace, clearing both mind and soul of all the clutter of modern, congested civilization. However, when rain was driving in almost horizontally and a raw gale blew with ferocity all the way from the Arctic, it truly was the embodiment of dull, aching misery. That was the image most men of the Navy took away with them, because their ships’ portholes afforded them a narrow perspective. It was here tens of thousands of them spent many months of their lives during both world wars of the twentieth century. Was it any wonder the captive Germans scuttled their once fine fleet in 1919, rather than spend another week in their floating prisons?

The Kaiser’s warships were not designed for weeks of habitability and only went to sea for a few days at a time. The British derived great pleasure from the discomfort of the Germans during their internment at Scapa, forced to live as they were, at anchor in a ship rather than in spacious, warm and comfortable barracks as was the custom back at Wilhelmshaven. The Germans were being paid back for the years they forced the Royal Navy’s ships to stay far from home ports and families in Devonport, Portsmouth and Chatham. Now, in the spring of 1941, the new battleship Prince of Wales, a Devonport Division vessel manned by men from the naval barracks at HMS Drake and Plymouth’s Royal Marines division, was in exile at Scapa. She had never so much as poked her nose in to Plymouth Sound.



As many of their families endured the Luftwaffe’s blitz on Plymouth, the men of Prince of Wales formed part of the second generation of Royal Navy sailors and marines resigned to life at Scapa Flow. Unable to spare anyone else, the Commanding Officer of Prince of Wales, Captain John Leach, despatched the ship’s Padre to go and call on families affected by bombing in Plymouth and bring back news, good or bad. The men, meanwhile, vented their frustrations on the pitches of Scapa, playing hard matches of rugby and football against other ships, including the formidable teams of HMS King George V, fleet flagship.

The ‘KGV’, as she was also known, was commissioned on the Tyne, at Vickers-Armstrong’s Walker Naval Yard, on 1 October 1940, under the command of Captain Wilfred R Patterson. On the same day, Midshipman North Dalrymple-Hamilton joined the ship. The Eton-educated son of Captain Frederick Dalrymple-Hamilton, Commanding Officer of battleship Rodney,2 he had wanted to serve in a cruiser. The Royal Navy’s young gentlemen believed they stood more chance of seeing action and gaining early responsibility in one of those work horses of the navy than in the more strictly disciplined, and generally less active, battleships. However, Dalrymple-Hamilton senior thought his son would fare far better in a battleship, where his naval education could continue under the eyes of officers specially assigned to tutor midshipmen, whereas in a cruiser there was far less likely to be that level of academic care. Midshipman Dalrymple-Hamilton had first been to sea in his father’s destroyer in the Mediterranean Fleet, so he found plenty of space in a modern, roomy battleship to sling a midshipman’s hammock. Food aboard ship was also far better than what was available ashore under rationing. North Dalrymple-Hamilton was in the end enormously pleased to be in King George V: ‘You felt tremendously thrilled for being in Britain’s newest battleship, I mean it was most exciting … everybody from the captain down were completely new, a brand new ship and so we were kept very hard at it.’3 Throughout this time the Luftwaffe was making a determined effort to destroy ships under construction, mounting daylight low-level bombing raids along the Tyne, with King George V and the new carrier Victorious, under construction at the same yard, prime targets.4

Inevitably, as happened in other British cities and towns playing host to yards or naval bases, the Luftwaffe’s bombs often fell wide of their target, in this case causing damage to the city of Newcastle itself. The situation was so bad in the autumn of 1940 that, a fortnight after her commissioning, although not yet completed, King George V made the tricky journey to sea in the dead of night under blackout conditions. She was destined for Rosyth in order to complete construction in the comparatively safer environment of the Scottish dockyard. King George V went down the Tyne with only two out of her four screws in operation; the other two would be fitted at Rosyth, such was the urgency to get Britain’s sole new battleship away from the daily attention of the Luftwaffe. Midshipman Dalrymple-Hamilton felt the civilian population was not sorry to see his ship depart: ‘The citizens of Newcastle were very glad to see the last of us because Newcastle had been bombed quite heavily, and they all said: “Well, we wouldn’t be bombed if it wasn’t for that wretched battleship, King George V.” So they were glad to see us go …’5 King George V was meant to rendezvous with a pair of destroyers, but Fame and Ashanti collided while using paravanes to sweep for mines off the mouth of the Tyne. Both ships subsequently ran aground and so, for six hours, King George V made her way north unescorted, until replacement destroyers could be sent south. On 11 December, King George V joined the Home Fleet at Scapa Flow, but was not yet flagship, as she had yet to work her weapons up to full fighting proficiency, which was traditionally when a battleship was declared fully operational. Before that could be done, the battleship was asked to take a diplomatic delegation to the USA, in January 1941. Two months later, following her final work-up for operations, King George V provided distant cover for a commando raid against the Lofoten Islands. In early April she became Home Fleet flagship after Admiral Tovey transferred his flag to her from Nelson.

As part of his education, Midshipman Dalrymple-Hamilton spent time in the 14-inch gun turrets during gunnery trials, finding the experience less than spectacular when the ship’s main weapons fired, for all he heard was a thump although he conceded ‘there was a hell of a roar when you were on the outside.’6 However, he felt the clubbing blast of the 14-inch was preferable to the ‘very painful crack’ of 5.25-inch weapons, an experience that Dalrymple-Hamilton found all too familiar. ‘When we were working up the King George V you could train these guns around, and in a certain place you had to stop them or they fired into the ship, which wouldn’t do at all … we had to establish which were “safety arcs”.’ To do this, the midshipmen were ordered to stand in various places on the upper deck. Dalrymple-Hamilton recalled that ‘the guns came around going “bang” and when you literally could stand it no more you’d say “stop” and they put in the training arc stop. Nobody ever thought of telling us to put anything in our ears, and in fact if you did put anything in your ears you were considered rather wet, and so we never did …’7 Such excitement was not the norm for the young officers, who had their studies to keep them occupied as their ship sat at anchor in Scapa Flow, which Midshipman Dalrymple-Hamilton found utterly lacking when it came to entertainment, unless you were a keen golfer, of which there were quite a few aboard King George V. To occupy themselves the battleship’s midshipmen decided to resurrect a golf course that had been created by the men of the Grand Fleet during the First World War. More than two decades on, the young officers mapped out the course, restored its fairways and mowed its greens, but, as Dalrymple-Hamilton admitted ‘it was never more than just a joke’.8



For angling enthusiasts aboard sister ship Prince of Wales, which had succeeded King George V as newest battleship in the fleet, Scapa offered some fine fishing. On the evening of 21 May, Captain Leach took his Gunnery Officer, Lieutenant Commander Colin McMullen and the latter’s brother Maurice, also serving in Prince of Wales as a supply officer, ashore in search of trout. By late May, with the water warming up, feeding trout had begun to move out into the lochs but bank and stream fishing still offered fine specimens. The battleship officers were put ashore by Kirkwall, Orkney’s capital, but they had not been fishing for much more than an hour when one of the ship’s boats crested into view at high speed. The midshipman in charge shouted to them that Prince of Wales had received a signal to ‘raise steam with all dispatch’. The officers piled aboard the boat with their angling gear. Once back aboard ship, Captain Leach learned Bismarck, having been detected at the fjord near Bergen, was presumed to be moving further north in anticipation of a break-out. Admiral Tovey, pondering his next move aboard King George V, at anchor nearby, had decided to send a hunting group composed of Hood and Prince of Wales towards Iceland, in order potentially to carry out an interception either in the Denmark Strait or the Iceland-Faroes gap. Midshipman Dalrymple-Hamilton was aware great things were afoot, even though he did not know exactly what. He sometimes pulled a spell of duty as midshipman of the watch, on the quarter-deck, and on occasion was only 50ft from Tovey, watching as the admiral paced up and down deep in discussion with one or more of his staff officers. On 21 May, Dalrymple-Hamilton was midshipman of the watch again, saluting as both Captain Leach and Vice-Admiral Lancelot Holland, the commander of the Battle Cruiser Squadron, which was composed of Prince of Wales and Hood, came aboard for a meeting with Tovey. ‘It was some time about 20.00 and they had about an hour with the Commander-in-Chief, and then went back to their ships …’9 It was not a lowly midshipman’s place to know what was happening in terms of the bigger picture, but obviously something big was afoot.

In company with destroyers, Hood and Prince of Wales would initially take on fuel at the Hvalfjord in preparation for Tovey’s further orders. Two months earlier Tovey, on receiving a similar raider alert, had deployed with the entire Home Fleet to cover a potential break-out point south of Iceland. He realized that he had made a major error, for it meant when fuel ran low there was nothing in reserve. This time Tovey intended to retain enough hitting power at Scapa to respond to events as they unfolded.

Prince of Wales had plenty of troubles, and civilian workmen were still trying to put right many defects. Her path to the front-line fleet had not been a smooth one, for she had experienced her share of mishaps. Lieutenant Commander McMullen joined Prince of Wales at Birkenhead in January 1940, as she was being completed at the Cammell Laird Yard.10 McMullen had previously served in the cruiser Aurora, experiencing ineffective German high level bombing in the North Sea during late 1939. He regarded Prince of Wales as a top line appointment, for being gunnery officer in a battleship was an important job. However, while Prince of Wales might have a new gunnery officer, she was at that point in time toothless. On joining, McMullen discovered the battleship ‘had no fourteen inch turrets in her, no 5.25-inch gun turrets in her, no pom-poms [2pdr anti-aircraft guns].’ Leading Sick Berth Attendant Sam Wood was another new joiner, who had received basic training in HMS Caledonia, a training ship berthed alongside Rosyth Dockyard. The former liner had been awarded to the British as part of post-First World War reparations from Germany. In her previous life she had been named Bismarck.11 Now Wood was in the sickbay of Prince of Wales, a miniature hospital, with its own X-ray machine, small laboratory, examination rooms, bathroom and isolation room, besides its cots for the sick and wounded. Surgeon Lieutenant Commander Dick Caldwell headed the battleship’s medical staff. In action the sickbay was not used and instead the ten-strong medical team, including Surgeon Lieutenant Commander Caldwell, Leading Sick Berth Attendant Wood and other medical officers, senior ratings and junior ratings, was split between stations, the principal one being amidships within the armoured citadel12 while the other was forward in the seamen’s mess deck. The wounded would be assessed and stabilized in these two stations and, after action had ceased, moved to the sickbay itself, by which time it would be safe to treat them there. The sickbay was large and spanned the width of the ship, being forward of the A and B turrets – so the likelihood of it being hit during action was greater than that of both aid stations being taken out. If one of them was destroyed the remaining aid station would deal with the wounded and dying. Joseph Willetts joined Prince of Wales during the 1940 August Bank Holiday, having made the long trek north by rail from the south-west of England. As a Devonport Division rating, he too was assigned to the Plymouth naval barracks, HMS Drake, and, as he later recalled, was ‘anxious to join the ship of my choice’. That ship was Prince of Wales, which he knew was building at Birkenhead. He thought a battleship would be tighter on discipline than smaller ships like destroyers or corvettes and, as a man with an orderly mind, Willetts wanted a neat, new ship like Prince of Wales. He had initially been disappointed, being told it was ‘impossible, because there was already a waiting list of some five hundred people who would have liked to have joined that ship.’13 However, within a few hours of being told it was unlikely he would get Prince of Wales, Willetts was informed he would, after all, ‘be required in Liverpool’ and was drafted to the battleship as a supply department rating. Joining as a stores assistant, he handled the ordering, storage and issuing of all the ship’s many thousands of essential items, from food and clothing to electrical stores, engineering parts and spares, together with upper deck stores. The ship’s company14 had to be fed continually, so there were large storage areas for food. One of his clerical jobs was to keep track of it all; no mean feat in a country on strict rationing and in a ship populated by not only sailors under strict discipline but also hundreds of civilian contractors. In spite of an eager local black market beyond the ship there was no pilfering, at least not on his watch. And despite the hoodoo superstition15 seeded by the death of a dockyard worker during the ship’s launch, Willetts found Prince of Wales ‘the happiest ship’. His naval career would encompass half a dozen warships, but he felt she was the best, as well as the largest and most efficient, in short ‘a very, very, very happy ship’. Willetts felt that a huge effort had been made to ensure Prince of Wales got the best sailors and marines. Even so, the majority of people in the ship were Hostilities Only (HO) ratings, meaning they were only in the Naval Service until the end of the war, whenever that might be. Willetts was, of course, one of them, having joined up in early 1940. The HOs soon bedded in and gained experience and skill every day, and they all seemed to get on well with the regulars, which was not always the case.

Lieutenant Commander McMullen was, meanwhile, worried about the switch to 14-inch guns after the RN had accumulated so much experience with 15-inch guns, which he felt were a ‘well-tried bit of ordnance, completely reliable.’ The latter had proved their reliability and hitting power in several battles. However, he recognized that the naval treaties had imposed restrictions. McMullen observed that in the King George V Class this meant the design being altered, ‘with B turret, the second turret from forward, instead of being a four gun turret becoming a two gun turret.’ McMullen felt the class would have been ‘better off really with eight fifteen-inch [guns] because the fourteen-inch turret was completely untried mechanically. Putting four guns into a turret was obviously a much more complicated thing than putting two guns into a turret. So all those ships and especially the first ship in the class, King George V, suffered from vast numbers of mechanical teething troubles in their turrets, due to the fact it was an untried, very complicated mass of machinery . we had vast numbers of problems with our fourteen-inch mountings.’ The 5.25-inch (secondary armament) guns were much simpler and McMullen experienced few problems working them up, since they were similar to those fitted in new cruisers, therefore not an unknown element. McMullen’s job during the final period of the ship’s completion was to check the watertight integrity of the shell rooms and magazines, also to supervise installation of armament. The ship suffered damage during a Luftwaffe air raid in August 1940, the offending bomb falling between the fitting-out basin wall and Prince of Wales ‘ port side. The explosion punched a hole in the ship, so much water gushing in that she developed a 20-degree list. At the time a key part of Y turret had not yet been fitted securely and was resting on four gigantic wooden chocks. With the ship listing dramatically, disaster was only narrowly avoided. If she had been in deeper water, Prince of Wales might well have capsized, but the bilge keel of the ship hit the bottom of the fitting-out basin. Fortunately, Y turret’s heavy metal did not slide. The ship’s company, including skilful shipwrights with their wooden constructs, applied themselves to shoring up Y turret, which weighed some 1,500 tons. Lieutenant Commander McMullen was in Y turret at the time, so knew full well the severity of the incident: ‘Of course the trouble was that the ship was not in a watertight condition down below because all the bulkheads had been pierced for new electric leads and so on. But we finally managed to isolate the damaged portion. The ship was pumped out and came upright again. But she was very nearly lost while building.’ With enough progress made for her to sail in safety, the battleship left Birkenhead on 28 January 1941, but nearly did not make it out of the yard. As she was towed away from the wall, Prince of Wales momentarily grounded on the rims of bomb craters in the middle of the basin. The ship’s propulsion also failed as she exited the lock from the basin into the Mersey. The battleship’s then Commanding Officer, Captain Louis ‘Turtle’ Hamilton, immediately gave the order to drop anchor, while the engineering department sorted out the problem. Reaching Rosyth, Prince of Wales entered dry dock with the aim of putting right defects in the main armament and also completing the ship, a task which had been rendered impossible at Birkenhead by the numerous German air raids. Captain Hamilton handed over command to forty-six-year-old Captain John Leach in early February 1941.

Leach, a gunnery officer who commanded the heavy cruiser Cumberland on the China Station in the late 1930s, was more recently Director of Naval Ordnance, responsible for ensuring British warships were armed properly. Leach was alarmed to find his son also drafted to the Prince of Wales. When Germany invaded Poland in September 1939, Henry Leach was a midshipman under training at Britannia Royal Naval College, Dartmouth. During Christmas 1940, on completion of training, Midshipman Leach was unexpectedly reunited at home with his father, who was supposed to be somewhere else on important Admiralty business. Captain Leach announced he was off to sea, but could not say which warship he was to command. His wife’s face fell, for it was bad enough having a son in a warship, without a husband at risk, too. Captain Leach arranged for Henry to be appointed to the cruiser Mauritius instead of Prince of Wales, to avoid any conflict of interest caused by father and son serving in the same vessel.16

In early 1941, there was a sense of urgency about everything Prince of Wales did to get herself ready for commissioning into the front-line fleet – the need for another modern battleship was pressing. She took aboard her full outfit of ammunition and stores plus fresh drafts of sailors and marines to complete her complement before sailing north to Scapa Flow. Following her March commissioning, according to Lieutenant Commander McMullen there were still ‘vast numbers of problems’. There were extensive gunnery trials, with fire control and the operation of the guns put through the wringer, to ensure Prince of Wales could be brought rapidly to action. It was soon discovered that while recoil, elevation and training of the 14-inch guns worked well enough, the loading process was plagued with problems. The Gunnery Officer noted: ‘Of course, in any large mass of complicated machinery you require quite a lot of time in which to get the bugs out of it. Of course, due to the speed with which we had to work up, we were denied that time.’ Continuous shoots with Prince of Wales’ 5.25-inch pom-poms and 14-inch guns proved gruelling for the ship’s company but particularly wearing on the gunnery staff. McMullen felt the fire control became very efficient but, even after such intensive work-up, the mechanical workings of the 14-inch guns were simply ‘not up to scratch’. When Captain Leach declared the ship operational to the Commander-in-Chief on 19 May, he did so with the proviso that there were still mechanical problems with the 14-inch guns.

Surgeon Lieutenant Commander Caldwell came up with the idea of having a medic available on the battleship’s upper decks, ready to move wherever he was needed most during any action. Leading Sick Berth Attendant Wood was that man, tasked with finding a suitable position to await the call to action. After some investigation, Wood decided the armoured conning tower forward of the bridge was a good location. It had wide observation slits that would enable him to see the upper deck on both the port and starboard sides. It also offered a good view over the battleship’s A and B turrets, plus the bonus of a telephone link to the ship’s forward medical station. The armoured conning tower would be empty in action unless the bridge itself was hit, and only then would the ship be controlled from there, forcing Wood to clear out. He found that usually the only other occupant was a leading seaman who seemed to have nothing much to do except scan the surrounding sea and sky through a pair of binoculars. On getting up there, the first thing Wood did was ring the forward medical station to confirm he was ‘closed up and ready’. The leading seaman and Wood took to playing cribbage until an officer of the watch gave them a bollocking, advising them they were not on a pleasure cruise. He confiscated their cards while threatening worse punishment if he caught them at it again.

Wood was armed with the following equipment for saving lives: ten ampoules of morphine, two tourniquets, a forearm splint, bandages of various types, plus cotton wool and lint. He also had an indelible pencil and some labels, although he wondered what use ‘such inadequate supplies’ would be ‘if a major action took place’ and there were multiple casualties. His superiors told him to do his best and said that he would hopefully never find out what it was like to treat the dead and the dying under enemy fire. Wood thought it likely that he would be among the first casualties in any action. He would be beyond helping anyone.
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