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Convoys, submarines and  battleships, 1941–42

Surgeon-Lieutenant Dick Caldwell, RN

We had left suddenly from the west coast of Scotland on 25th October 1941, and headed out westwards and then turned south. There was much conjecture and below-decks gossip as to our destination and plans. We arrived on 5th November at Freetown and, after a short stop there for refuelling, continued southwards and despite the grim war situation we staged the traditional and light-hearted ‘crossing the line’ ceremony.

   It was now fairly obvious that we were heading for Cape Town and it subsequently transpired that President Roosevelt and Stalin had already been informed by Winston Churchill, ‘We are sending our latest battleship Prince of Wales into the Indian Ocean as a deterrent to the Japanese . . . it can catch and kill any Japanese ship.’

   We sailed into Table Bay on 16th November, but our stay in Cape Town, much to our disappointment, was brief, and two days later we set off again with some urgency for Colombo. Secrecy had now broken and the newspaper headlines flared the news ‘Britain’s newest battleship for Singapore’. Ten days later at Colombo, having called at the tiny wartime base of Addu Atoll in the Maldive Islands, we joined up with Repulse and the four escorting destroyers. Incidentally, during our passage out we had heard that the aircraft-carrier Indomitable had damaged herself in the West Indies and would not be available as planned to join and support Force ‘Z’ (as it was to be designated) and no replacement for the aircraft-carrier would be provided. This was a bitter and ominous piece of news.

   When we arrived at Singapore on 2nd December the city was brightly lit and certainly, on the surface at any rate, confident that the advent of the two large ships would counteract and lull the now insistent sabre-rattling of the Japanese war-lords. The arrival of Prince of Wales in particular, to which the newspapers had already attached the adjective ‘unsinkable’, was greeted with great enthusiasm and the local press went so far as to state somewhat euphorically, ‘the Japanese are caught in a trap of their own making and neither by land nor sea nor in the air do they have a glimmer of a chance of victory . . .’ (It subsequently emerged that Japanese minesweepers were already laying massive minefields in the northern route from Singapore and Japanese submarines were already deployed in the same areas.)

   The night after our arrival in Singapore a large party was given in our honour. Old friends were met and new friends made and future plans discussed of meetings, of tennis and golf; but these were not to be for early the following day, all leave was stopped – the date was now 6th December.

   It was about 3.30am on the fateful Sunday morning of 7th December when I awoke hearing ‘Action Stations’ shouted and sounded off on the ship’s loudspeakers. As I reluctantly got up and dressed I thought it was probably only an exercise, but on arriving at my action station on the bridge I quickly realised from the general atmosphere of tenseness that this was not the case, and on questioning someone I was told that several almost certainly hostile aircraft were reported flying in towards Singapore. The first grey light of dawn was just visible as we stood there – whispering, waiting.

   Suddenly someone shouted ‘Look!’ and pointed. There, far away and very high over Singapore itself, just dots moving in a searchlight beam, were several aircraft. I watched them fascinated. We knew now they were Japs and as I watched them I thought, ‘What everyone hoped and prayed would not happen is about to happen now, for just as soon as they drop a bomb, or we fire a gun it’s another war to spread misery, death and destruction.’ Even as I was thinking this I heard the crump, crump, of bombs answered almost instantaneously by the flaming roar of our guns. So it had happened!

   Later, as we gathered round a crackling oscillating wireless set in the wardroom we heard of the fury and treachery of the Japanese strike at Pearl Harbor, and of battered ships and airfields. And I think most of us felt ‘Well, the Americans are in! It’s round one to the Japs – but now they are for it.’

   Gradually we began to get news of the locust-like infiltration of the Japs, and of convoys moving south and of the landing and fighting in the northern tip of Malaya. Late on the afternoon of 8th December we heard the orders we were all expecting and, as Prince of Wales followed by Repulse led out to sea to whatever was in store for us, we were proud of her – powerful, sombre and sinister. I felt and recognised apprehension – not fear – but tension coupled however with a deepened comradeship with one’s shipmates and, hateful though war and its implications undoubtedly are, one experiences a selflessness and this comradeship which is difficult to define. I and many of my friends were aware of this as we stood in groups in the darkness talking, and conjecturing what might be lying ahead of us, and how the Japs would respond to our surprise attack – it was well for our peace of minds that we did not know.

   Later there was a sudden silence, then the loud-speaker buzzed into activity. The captain’s well-known voice began; there was a large convoy of Japanese ships unloading men and material in a bay in North Malaya. They were escorted by at least two battleships, half a dozen cruisers and many destroyers. We were going to attack them at dawn on 10th December. We had the vital element of surprise. We could do great damage, but we would have to be prepared for quick retaliation and subsequent heavy aerial attack by the enemy.

   Well, that was it. Someone said he had heard the names of the enemy battleships and this caused a run on ‘Jane’s Fighting Ships’. How many guns? What have their cruisers got? We steamed steadily northward, well out to sea in cloudy poor visibility, admirable for our purpose. Then about an hour before the onset of darkness, unfortunately and ominously the clouds lifted, the sky cleared, and shortly afterwards the news flashed round the ship that a Japanese float-plane had been spotted far off on the horizon which was quite obviously shadowing us from a distance and reporting details of our course and disposition. Alas, we had no fighter aircraft available. Our surprise attack was no longer a surprise, and we cursed the fact that sheer chance had revealed us in that short clear period before darkness fell.

   We were to be at our action stations all night then, and I wandered down to my cabin, collected a few things I would need, and as I went out took a last look at my cabin with all its personal belongings and wondered vaguely ‘What the hell will you look like this time tomorrow?’

   My action station was on the signal deck on the bridge. I had first-aid outfits and bamboo stretchers stored there and a telephone communicating with the other below-deck medical stations – there were two of them. I stood there for a long time just leaning over the bridge, looking down at the dark sea with the foam creaming its way aft on our bow wave, not thinking of anything much, and occasionally drifting in and out of the upper conning tower where we could smoke and just distinguish forms to talk to in the eerie blue light. I sat on the deck and leaning against a stretcher, dozed and woke and dozed again. Then somebody shook me and said, ‘There is a broadcast just coming through.’ It was from Admiral Phillips, the new C-in-C, telling us he had reluctantly decided to cancel our dawn attack. He knew how disappointed we would all be but unpleasant preparation for our reception would now be too great to justify our going in and he intended to alter course and turn south immediately – that was all. I didn’t quite know whether I was a bit relieved or disappointed; but I did think that it must have been a hard and also a brave decision to make.

   Next morning, as we steamed back south, we received news of suspected Japanese landings further down the Malaysian coast and a destroyer was sent in to have a look. Our reconnaissance aircraft was also catapulted off the ship to explore and report back. However, nothing was found. The morning wore on. Suddenly about 11.20 am we resumed first degree of readiness, and shortly afterwards echoing over all the ships’ loudspeakers came that harsh and insistent bugle call, ‘Repel Aircraft’. Galvanic in its effects on everyone and dramatic in its results! Every man has his post of duty and gets there by the shortest and quickest route probably plugging cotton wool in his ears and jamming on his tin helmet as he runs.

   We were steaming very fast now, Repulse and ourselves with our destroyers spread out well ahead of us. Suddenly I saw puffs of smoke coming from one of them. She had opened fire. Looking for the puffs in the sky I saw more and more Jap planes and our own guns started up. A signalman shouted, ‘Look at that bastard coming in at us.’

   I saw a heavy twin-engined bomber fairly low over the water coming straight in at us, the noise was unbelievable, the roar of all our 5.15-inch armament, the cracking detonation of Oerlikons and Bofors and the chattering ear-splitting rhythm of the multiple pom-poms. They rose through a frenzied crescendo as the bomber approached. I watched him get nearer and nearer, bigger and bigger, I was horribly fascinated and kept thinking, ‘We must get him, we must get him.’ Then I saw his torpedo fall from the belly of his plane, splash into the sea and then its tell-tale line of bubbles heading for us.

   Simultaneously the ship swung round to port to avoid its track and I found myself holding my breath and gripping the rail like a vice as the torpedo passed harmlessly on its way. They were attacking us from high-level too and a stick of bombs came screaming down ahead of us, throwing up huge pillars of water as they exploded in the sea. We avoided another two torpedo attacks on our starboard side and as the second plane banked away there was a cheer from the gun’s crews – or rather a roar – as in smoke and like flaming newspaper it dropped lower and lower until it hit the sea and disappeared. A huge oily column of smoke marked its end.

   We saw another plume of smoke rising from the sea three or four miles astern. It was certainly nice to know that anything crashing into the sea was Japanese. Then there was a slight lull. So far so good. We sent a signal to Repulse asking her if she was all right and her captain replied, ‘Yes, we have already avoided 19 torpedoes.’

   I had not had time to finish the cigarette I had lit when ‘Repel Aircraft’ sounded off again and I saw more aircraft heading in our direction from both sides.

   The guns roared again and I heard a shout, ‘They’ve hit Repulse.’ I looked across and saw smoke and flames rising from her amidships. It gives you a nasty jolt to see another ship hit. I went to the intercommunicating telephone to tell the others down below and, as I clicked the receiver back on, there was a dull heavy shuddering explosion.

   The 35,000 tons of Prince of Wales lifted and then settled with a slight list – a horrid sickening feeling. Verbal comment seemed superfluous. A young marine standing near me said ‘W-was that a t-torpedo?’ and started, quite automatically I’m sure, blowing up the inflator on his airbelt. Our speed dropped. The whole set-up was changing and I didn’t feel awfully happy. I wondered how the medical parties between the decks were getting on. The indescribable din continued. Repulse had been torpedoed two or three times now and was travelling very slowly listing badly on fire, but her guns still flashed defiantly. As I watched her there was another heavy sickening jolt – hard to describe – like a sudden earth tremor I imagine. Another torpedo struck us and a huge cascade of water drenched us on the bridge. I went into the upper conning position to use the phone and find out if I was wanted below but it was out of order.

   My job was upper deck casualties, so up till now I’d nothing to do but watch it all happening. The commander came scrabbling up a ladder, said ‘All right here?’ and gave us a grand tough smile.

   The ship shook to another explosion. The high-level bombers had hit us with a heavy bomb which crashed through the catapult deck and exploded between decks. My impressions after this were a jumbled medley. I saw the battered Repulse hit again and again, list over more and more and slip below water leaving hundreds of bobbing heads, boats, Carley floats and debris.

   I saw the track of a torpedo approaching, and realised that in our crippled condition it was going to hit us. It seemed a horrid inevitability waiting for the explosion that followed. I thought if only it was going to get dark soon we might escape but it was only midday. We gave a great lurch again as the torpedo tore into us. We were now practically stationary and listing heavily to port.

   I realised that we could not last much longer and had a sudden vivid flash-back of our short-lived but exciting commission in Prince of Wales – ten months full of incident, full of highlights, his Majesty the King coming on board; the Bismarck action with Hood blowing up and sinking just ahead of us; the thrill of taking Winston Churchill across for the Atlantic Charter; his meeting on board with the American President, Franklin D. Roosevelt, and these two great men in our wardroom; grimmer memories of fighting, escorting a convoy to Malta, then the sudden trip out east to Singapore, to this. And inevitably my mind went back to my own previous escape from the Royal Oak.

   There were casualties on the upper deck now and several had been brought up inside the superstructure. They were attended to and given morphine, and those that were unable to look after themselves were carried and placed inside floats or rafts for it was obvious now that we were going to sink soon. I went up top again for more morphine and, looking aft through the clouds of smoke, saw one of our destroyers manoeuvre alongside us and take off many wounded and as many others as she could manage. She slid clear as our list increased.

   There were now hundreds of sailors standing on the sloping deck, they had been driven up from below by the increasing list and the encroaching rising water. We enlisted several of them into first-aid and stretcher parties. With the badly wounded the best we could do was to put them into Carley floats and launch them into the sea on the port side hoping they would float clear or be paddled clear before the ship slowly turned turtle, with its vast superstructure presenting an obvious danger.

   On the starboard side men started climbing over the rails and diving and jumping thirty or forty feet into the sea below; but diving off the high side of a sinking ship (although a sound precaution) is a euphemism.

   I took off my cap and my shoes and looked carefully round for somewhere to place them (an extraordinary action which I have read and heard of other people doing). I stood for a minute in the orderly crowd waiting their chance and heard a sailor say to his pal, ‘Come on, chum, all the explosions will have frightened the bleeding sharks away.’

   The ship was heeling over more now and I climbed over the guard rails and slid down to a projection on the ship’s side. I stood there and looked down on dozens of heads, arms and legs in the water still far below. Then I said to myself, ‘Please God don’t let me be drowned,’ took a deep breath and jumped out and down into the oily water.

   A few minutes later Prince of Wales rolled over, her bows rose in the air and she slipped out of sight beneath the waves.

Surgeon-Lieutenant Maurice Brown, RN

It was lovely sunny afternoon in January 1942 when the destroyer Gurkha slowly made its way down the swept channel from Alexandria harbour and out to sea. I was on the bridge with the captain and several other officers and it was cold enough to wear a great-coat. In the distance two destroyers could be seen coming towards Alexandria in line ahead. They appeared to be very close together and soon it was evident that the second destroyer was being towed. Our curiosity increased as the distance separating us decreased and shortly afterwards I saw one of the many naval casualties in the Mediterranean at this time. It was obvious that the stern of the second destroyer had been blown off, but the water-tight doors had held and she stayed afloat.

   ‘Must have been an acoustic torpedo,’ someone said. ‘Follows the bloody ship around till it finds her.’

   The two destroyers were now very close and the smoke of a smouldering fire could be seen coming from the exposed stern of the second destroyer. ‘Everyone in that part of the ship must have been killed for a certainty,’ I thought, trying to picture the incident. These people certainly had had their baptism of fire, and I hoped I would acquit myself well if and when my time came.

   My thoughts were interrupted by the captain shouting, ‘Let’s give them three cheers.’

   A line of matelots rapidly formed along the deck and, as the two destroyers drew abreast, three resounding cheers went out from the Gurkha, led by the captain from the bridge. I felt that, as each cheer rang out, each and every man on board was expressing the admiration, sympathy and fellow-feeling for those of the wounded destroyer.

   After three hours sailing, the captain announced that we were to pick up a convoy and take it to Malta.

   There is practically no medical work on board a destroyer for the medical officer which most of them carried. When there is action with numerous casualties several months’ work is crowded into a few hours. It was only natural, therefore, that the MO should be asked to do non-medical work like censoring correspondence and decoding messages. The decoding, at sea at any rate, was a not unimportant duty and the messages were usually reports on how many U-boats there were in the vicinity.

   That evening after dinner, as was the custom, we spread ourselves round the wardroom either reading or snoozing or just talking. Inevitably two or three officers would start on some topic, anything from philosophy to prostitutes, and before long there would be a free debate in which the whole wardroom took part.

   I went to my bunk shortly before midnight. I had one of four cabins, about seven feet square each, which were beside the wardroom. The wardroom occupied the whole width of the ship and, with the pantry, made up a watertight compartment. The four cabins, two of them on the port side and two on the starboard side had a wide passage, or cabin flat, in between which was also a watertight compartment. To get from the wardroom to the cabin flat one climbed a ladder out of the wardroom, through a man-hole on to the main deck, then along the deck a few yards to another man-hole and down a ladder which led to the cabin flat. This arrangement of watertight compartments localised damage to the ship.

   I was awakened by the loudest explosion I have ever heard and thrown out of my bunk. I landed on my feet facing the curtain door of the cabin and was very wide awake. The door-way of the cabin was criss-crossed with burning planks. ‘This is it,’ flashed through my mind and, without stopping to think for a moment, I proceeded to lift the burning planks away in order to get into the cabin flat. My action was purely automatic, actuated by an irresistible urge to escape from the tiny blazing cabin. I never knew the real meaning of ‘irresistible urge’ before. As I grasped the planks I could feel the heat of the flames in my face and hear the sizzling of the burning flesh on my hands, though I was not conscious of any great pain. The planks were removed surprisingly easily – they had just been stuck to the varnished doorway by the heat – and I was out in the cabin flat. The flames rapidly died down, and in the ensuing darkness, I could not find the ladder which would take me up through the man-hole on to the weather deck and safety. In the darkness I moved about, groping for the ladder. Several times I crossed the few square yards where the ladder should have been and realised, with a sinking feeling, that it had disappeared. The only means of escape had gone and I was trapped in a watertight compartment. I groped my way round the other three cabins calling their occupants, but nobody answered. Never did I feel so lonely. I could hear the hiss and crackling of a terrific fire, interrupted every now and then by the explosion of the anti-aircraft pom-poms situated high up on the after superstructure.

   The wardroom, just on the other side of the bulkhead from the cabin was on fire. Beneath me were the fuel oil tanks, and beneath the wardroom depth-charges and 4-inch shells were stored. Good God! Would the heat of the fire ignite the oil tanks or set off the ammunition and blow the ship to pieces? And I was trapped in a metal box. I could do nothing but wait, and pray that if the ship did not blow up, and the fire was put out, I would be found.

   Suddenly I heard a loud clanging noise. It came from beneath my feet. I soon recognised it as the engines trying to turn the propellers, but the propeller shaft was loose in its seating and, after a crescendo of clanging metal, during which I was afraid the whole propeller shaft was going to come hurtling up through the deck, the engines stopped and all was quiet again.

   I called for help, but I could hear no voices, and presumed everyone was out of earshot. In any case, no-one could get to the cabin flat because of the fire. Then I heard a voice, the thin piping voice of the midshipman. It came from the wardroom on the other side of that bulkhead which was keeping the fire from me. How could he be alive in that inferno? He was shouting ‘Gun lights’. (He wanted the commissioned gunner to get the electric lights working again.) He called three times. In the middle of the third call there was the sound of a heavy object falling and the call was cut short. I felt more lonely than ever. The thought that I might not be rescued hit me. The fear that the ship might blow up at any moment was almost unbearable.

   I was aware now that there was a gentle roll of the ship and that, as it moved from side to side, water was swirling around my ankles. I had no idea where this water was coming from but its presence gave me the one thought, ‘this ship is sinking’. By now I could vaguely make out the outlines of the cabin flat and presumed it was daylight outside. I had no idea of the passage of time, it all felt so interminably long. Now, when I touched the metal bulkheads, in my half-blind groping in search of the ladder, I got what seemed like a mild electric shock in my fingers. I could not understand this until I felt something hanging from the end of my fingers. I tried to pull this away, too late to realise it was the burnt skin of my own hand which had folded outside like a glove and was anchored at the nail bed. Now I knew that even if I did find that ladder, and could reach the man-hole, I could not undo the strong clasps which held it in place. The water was now up to my knees.

   Suddenly the cabin flat was ablaze with light. A sheet of flame spread across the water and set me alight. Automatically I splashed the water I was standing in up over my head, and, as quickly as it came, the flame disappeared. A film of oil on the water had been ignited by the heat of the bulkhead next to the wardroom.

   Inexorably the water rose, and my hopes of escape sank. Now I could no longer make out the outlines of the cabin flat. The fire had blinded me! When the water reached my waist and I was still standing helpless and blind I felt a sudden surge of heat and realised that I had again been set on fire. Splashing the water up round myself again soon extinguished the flames.

   The water was slowly rising up my body. I calculated I had about fifteen more minutes of life left. When it reached shoulder height I began to have a most irrational, but none the less real, fear that the ship would sink while I was still alive, but trapped inside it. To be drowned in the cabin flat with the ship still afloat seemed a much less horrible alternative. So strong was this feeling that I began devising means of ensuring that I would not be taken down with the ship alive. There was a rack of revolvers in a case on the bulkhead between the two port cabins, but by the time I thought of them as a means of escape, they were already under water. In any case my hands were now incapable of handling a revolver. When the water reached my neck I was swept off my feet with the gentle roll of the ship. This really seemed the end and I yielded again to the lure of self-destruction. The thought of drowning myself occurred to me but even at that moment the instinct of self-preservation proved too strong and the mood passed so that I only got as far as dipping my face in the water once. I was now afloat in the water, which, with the roll of the ship, swished from side to side carrying me with it. I could still see nothing but imagined all the debris of burnt planks, cigarette ends, oil and filth which floated around me. The very fact that there was now no possible escape, no strain of hoping for a miracle to happen, left me wonderfully and illogically calm. I thought of the people who would miss me – the ones who would really grieve for me. I was humbled to discover how very few there were. My mother, my fiancée, my best friend Charles.

   How long now? I looked up to see how close my head was to the upper bulkhead. I could not believe it! I could see, and what I saw was a tiny triangle of daylight about ten feet above my head. I immediately swam over to it. When I got there I found a space where solid deck should be. Using my elbows (I could touch nothing with my hands) I climbed through what could only have been the main weather deck of the ship, and found myself in the small-arms ammunition store. A case of ammunition had exploded against the bulkhead and blown a hole in it. I looked at the jagged edge of the metal and shuddered as I thought of touching it with my hands. The hole looked far too small to crawl through. I knew that if I got stuck, or my jersey caught on those jagged edges I could never free myself and would be left half in freedom and half in prison. Squeezing myself into the slimmest possible shape I put my head and shoulders through and found, to my relief, that not only did my jersey not catch, but I was able to lean my elbows on the torpedo tubes out on the open deck, in the clean fresh air and daylight. The contact was unbelievable. Despair was replaced by hope; darkness by light; and the nauseating smell of crude oil, burning clothes, hair and flesh, by the smell of the sweet, pure air. I took in great lungfuls of it as though I had never experienced the sensation before. I was sprawled across the torpedo tubes about four feet above the main deck. Not having the use of my hands, I wriggled down off the torpedo tubes, but as my feet touched the deck I realised my jersey had caught on a projection on the torpedo tube and I hung half suspended and powerless to do anything about it. The main deck (my former ceiling) was awash and the ship was badly down by the stern. I saw sailors up forward and rejoiced that the ship had not been abandoned. My blindness in the cabin flat had obviously been due to the oil in my eyes and not burns.

   Then a hand shot out from nowhere and unhooked my jersey. What with the suddenness of the action, my oil-covered feet and a roll of the ship which sent a wave over the deck, I fell and slithered down the sloping deck into the scuppers. Luckily the guard rail prevented me from going overboard.

   Willing hands were now helping me, but after walking a few yards my legs gave up and I sank down on the deck. I saw the Sick Berth Attendant passing several times on his duties and each time asked him for morphine. At last he stopped when he heard my voice and said, ‘Good God, it’s the Doc.’ He could not recognise me for I was literally black from head to foot with thick tarry oil. With the aid of a matelot’s big strong shoulder under my bottom I climbed the steps to the sick bay. I remember lying in the sick bay and the Sick Berth Attendant trying to clean the burns, but I must have fainted.

   My next recollection was of lying outside on the deck, up forward, being strapped into a Neil-Robertson stretcher, a series of bamboo-like slats of wood interlaced and held together with rope. Everything was being done at the double and I realised I was a last-minute job before the ship was abandoned. Owing to the haste, only a simple loop was put round the middle of the stretcher, instead of securing the rope to two tie points, and I was swung out on a davit. As soon as I was swung clear of the ship, my head and shoulders, the heavier half of me, tilted downwards and I was in danger of sliding out of the stretcher on to the whaler waiting to receive me in the sea some twenty feet below. I hung on to the foot of the cone-shaped stretcher with my toes to prevent me sliding out head first. At the same time someone saw the danger and shouted ‘lower away’. This matelots did with a will and I went down at high speed and crashed into the whaler coming up with a wave. Immediately I was in the boat the sailors pushed off from the now sinking destroyer. We had only gone about one hundred yards when someone cried, ‘There she goes.’ I craned my neck up over the gunwale of the whaler to see the ship getting lower and lower by the stern and the bows rising up higher in the air. She seemed to hang, poised like this for some time as though in one last defiant gesture, before sinking slowly, stern first. It was a sight I will never forget.

   We were picked up by a Dutch destroyer, crammed with survivors from the Gurkha. (Unfortunately, most of the officers were having breakfast when the torpedo struck the wardroom. Only the captain, ‘Guns’, and a sub-lieutenant who were on duty on the bridge at the time survived.) At last I was lying down, and, glorious relief, an injection of morphine. Never did I revel so luxuriously in the enveloping arms of Morpheus. The thought of the U-boats still crossed my mind but the injection eased my fears as well as my pain and I was soon asleep.

   My last memory of that place is of lying on a stretcher near the water’s edge in a row with scores of other casualties. There was a clear blue sky and the sun was shining, although the air was cool. Standing off from the shore was a large hospital ship to which the casualties were being taken in relays. I hoped that when my turn came I would be left on one of the upper decks as I was now not a little adverse to dark places below decks. But, alas, immediately we reached the hospital ship I was taken straight into a lift which went down and down until I thought it could go no further. At last, it stopped, but from here I was taken through such a maze of corridors that, even had I been particularly fit and active, I would have had difficulty in finding my way back. Knowing that I was too weak to make any effective escape, I decided that if anything happened to the hospital ship I would not even try. From my position in the bowels of the ship I could hear the anchor being weighed, the slow turning of the propellers and the general familiar noises of a ship getting under way. Soon, to the steady throbbing of the engines, I fell asleep.

Lieutenant John Roxburgh, RN

I left the Tribune with my captain, Lieut-Commander Bob Norfolk, who took me with him as his second-in-command, or First Lieutenant (No. 1), to build a submarine called Thorn at Birkenhead. After completing its trials we went out to the Mediterranean. I remember being sent for by Norfolk. He was looking rather solemn but there was a twinkle in his eye. He told me a letter of mine had been returned, marked ‘Unsuitable’. I read it and it described our farewell party when we left Birkenhead. We had a jolly good thrash and booze-up and afterwards one of our ratings had gone around the control-room swigging all the half-empty glasses. He then got up on deck with a bucket full of gash to hurl over the side, but he was so well tanked up, he forgot to let go and followed the bucket overboard. Fortunately he was rescued. I had described this vividly in my letter to a girlfriend in Canada which had been picked up by the censors as being an ‘Unsuitable letter’, letting information go to the enemy. The captain laughed and gave it back to me. No action was taken.

   We had quite an interesting time out in the Mediterranean in Thorn (which unhappily was lost with all hands in August 1942). On 30th January 1942 we were off Dubrovnik where we had surfaced to shell a ship, to save our torpedoes. In the middle of this action the shore batteries opened up on us and we dived quickly near a lighthouse in the middle of a spit of rock offshore. There were shells bursting around us so the captain ordered us to 200 feet. As we were going down we suddenly all fell over without any sound having been made. It was a most uncanny feeling. The captain had ordered ‘Starboard 30 (degrees)’ but the course ordered to be steered hadn’t got through to the helmsman due to the confusion reigning at the time, so we had done a complete circle as we went down and rammed the base of the lighthouse. Thereafter we surfaced and there was the lighthouse keeper looking down on us pretty excited.

   The shore batteries opened up again so we dived and withdrew. When we surfaced that night I went up on deck with the second coxswain to inspect the damage. The whole of one side of our torpedo tubes had been bent round at right angles: the torpedoes were intact but could not be fired due to the blanking off by the bent tubes.

   As there was no other damage we continued on our patrol and went up to the port of Pola near the top of the Adriatic, where we encountered a destroyer, an Italian submarine and supporting aircraft on exercises. We watched the destroyer giving the submarine practice attacks. That night, the 30th January, we sank the submarine as it returned to harbour, even though we only had half our torpedoes available. We found out later it was called the Medusa with a training class of a number of aspiring submarine COs on board. We had sunk the odd merchant ship before but it was our first warship sinking.

   The next day we returned and there was a floating crane over the top of the submarine, trying to raise it, and there were a number of destroyers patrolling in defence. Norfolk wanted to try and sink the crane which I thought was a bit ‘dodgy’. It would be very difficult to sink, particularly in face of the strong anti-submarine patrols, and why not let those poor buggers down there survive if they can? But I think most of them perished.

   On that patrol we had a group of Yugoslav agents on board whom we were going to land. They were led by a delightful British officer called Major Atherton who had been the Balkans correspondent of the Morning Post before the war. They were going to help General Mihailovič, as opposed to Tito, and they carried gold sovereigns defaced by a cross from a knife. Unfortunately after we landed them they were picked up by Mihailovič partisans who butchered all but one of them, who escaped, for their money.

Leading Airman Donald Bunce, RN

In late March 1941, the German battleships Scharnhorst and Gneisenau returned to the port of Brest, on the west coast of France, having sunk 22 Allied ships totalling 116,000 tons. They were joined, after the sinking of the Bismarck, by Prinz Eugen. Their continued presence at Brest was a severe threat to North African and Atlantic supply convoys, and the Admiralty were forced to divert precious capital ships to protect these routes. These three very powerful enemy ships, at large on the High Seas, could have forced us to our knees, so it was imperative that this threat be countered.

   A war cabinet meeting, at about this time, concluded that our naval commitments were too widespread, and the task of neutralising these ships should rest with the Royal Air Force. The raids on Brest left the warships damaged, but by no means crippled, and they remained a threat.

   During April, high level meetings concluded that it was highly probable that the Brest ships would attempt a dash through the Channel, and this was one month before the German High Command came to the same conclusion. Clause 7 of the Allied Directive which became known as ‘Fuller’, stated, ‘It is unlikely that the enemy would pass through the Straits (of Dover) in daylight’.

   Admiral Otto Ciliax was in command of the German fleet, and his planning, with his countryman, the fighter ace Adolf Galland, was meticulous. Weather forecasts and tides indicated the night of 11th February 1942, at 1930, as being the ideal time to sail. A delay of two hours would be acceptable, after that the operation would be postponed.

   In brief, the series of events which followed were so bizarre, they beggar belief.

   First, the RAF mounted a night raid on Brest at 1930, which, of course, delayed the ships’ departure. This, in turn, meant that the submarine Sea Lion, on regular nightly patrol off Brest, ran out of time, and, at 2000, retired to recharge her batteries, thus missing the big ships and their destroyer escort, when they sailed at 2130.

   The next line of observation was three RAF Hudson reconnaissance patrols, covering the area from Brest to Dieppe. The first Hudson was attacked by a Ju88 night-fighter, switched off its radar and escaped, but then discovered that it could not get the radar to start again, and so the aircraft returned to base. The second Hudson also developed radar trouble, and, likewise, returned to base. When its radar had been repaired, this aircraft got stuck in the mud at the airfield and was not back on station until 2248. Another miss! The third aircraft was working OK, but was recalled to base one hour early because of fog at the airfield. It was now 0630 on 12th February, and the Germans could hardly believe their luck; so, at 0830, the Senior Officer – Escorts – gave their position to German HQ.

   It was usual, each morning, for the RAF to fly weather sorties of two Spitfires, but they had strict instructions to maintain radio silence. At 1020 Flight Lieutenant Oxspring took off with Sergeant Beaumont, and at 1030, Group Captain Beamish took off with Wing Commander Boyd, but from different airfields.

   Both saw the Armada of ships, which had now swollen to 63, including minesweepers and E-boats, all protected overhead with a constant cover of fighters. Beamish decided not to break radio silence, but Oxspring did, and, amazingly, there is no record by the British that this signal was received; but the Germans logged it and, from then on, expected trouble. It took another hour to convince the British High Command that the danger existed, and, at 1135, Air Vice-Marshal Leigh-Mallory ordered ‘Fuller’ into action, sixteen-and-a-half hours after the ships had left Brest. At 1155 MTBs (Motor Torpedo Boats) left Dover. At 1210, South Foreland batteries opened up with 9.2-inch guns and fired 33 rounds, and, at 1235, the MTBs attacked, both without doing any damage.

   As the British had expected a night passage through the Straits, this meant that everyone had now stood down. This applied to the Swordfish of 825 Squadron at Manston. At 1105, a Wing Commander Roberts, on the Admiral’s staff at Dover, began to suspect the worst, and he telephoned Lieutenant-Commander Esmonde, 825’s CO, to warn him. He, in turn, brought 825 to readiness. Roberts then attempted to arrange a fighter escort, five squadrons to support 825 and two to attack the German E-boats. At Biggin Hill RAF airfield, the Intelligence Officer was on leave, and had taken the key of the safe with him, so no one knew what ‘Fuller’ meant. At 1218, No. 72 Spitfire Squadron left for Manston, to escort 825, not aware of the full implications of the action in which they were involved.

   As we made our way to the dispersal on that February day, the weather was no different to the previous days, bitterly cold, with snow covering the grass airfield. Blissfully unaware of what was ahead, what dominated our minds was that a planned night attack was now to take place at midday. As usual, TAGs (Telegraphist Air Gunners) were excluded from the briefing sessions and had to rely on the Observer for any ‘Gen’ (or information). Four TAGs, one former pilot of mine, one Observer, and, of course Esmonde himself, had taken part in the torpedo attack on the Bismarck, from HMS Victorious, and we were only too aware of the implications of a daylight action. This time it would not be in the middle of the North Atlantic, but in the Straits of Dover, and a warning was ringing in our ears from the RAF types in the mess: a new German fighter, the Focke-Wulf 190 was now operational.

   We took off and formed up over the coast, and I exchanged a ‘thumbs up’ sign with fellow TAG ‘Ginger’ Johnson, just before seeing Spitfires overhead, and assumed all our escort had arrived. Soon after, we were headed out to sea, in line-ahead formation. I was in the first flight of three, with Esmonde leading, our aircraft bringing up the rear. The second flight was some distance from us, still in ‘V’ formation. I began to prepare the Vickers Gas-Operated machine-gun, loading a magazine and then sitting down and waiting. The weather was overcast, with low cloud and poor visibility, and the Spitfires were just below the cloud base.

   Then it all happened: tracer from a destroyer ‘floated’ our way, that is, until it came close, when it took on the characteristics of an express train, and in came the FW190s. I don’t know how many there were. I was just concentrating on those that were on our tail; it seemed endless. As soon as one peeled off another was in its place, with tracer speeding toward us. After a while they lowered their under-carriage and flaps in an attempt to reduce speed and prolong the attack.

   I began swearing away and at the same time fired as much of the feeble .303 tracer in front of the 190s as I could, stoppages permitting; all drill in this respect went overboard, as indeed went any malfunctioning magazine. There simply wasn’t time for anything else. From my backward viewpoint, it was developing into a practice shoot for FW190s, and we were the drogue target; they were coming so close, as they peeled off to the port I had a sideways clear view of the pilot. I had a quick visual image of the shells hitting the water, giving them perfect alignment to hit the old Swordfish.

   Yet despite everything I had no impending sense of danger or injury to myself. I just considered myself ‘fireproof’. Just as suddenly as it had started, the fighters left; presumably our torpedo had been launched, one is usually aware of the drop, but not on this occasion. Now I could look around. I tried to send some kind of distress signal, but the wireless set was dead. However, the IFF worked, and I immediately switched to the distress position, but as this relied on radar contact, at sea level this was a useless exercise.

   I turned to the Observer, Mac Samples, to ask if he was OK. He reached down with one hand and brought it up covered in blood; his leg and foot were badly injured. The pilot, Pat Kingsmill, was also wounded in the leg.

   Below us I saw some small boats which I thought might be MTBs. As we closed, their true identity was revealed: they were E-Boats and their gunfire immediately began hitting us. But Pat, with great skill, began to crab away, and I, with further oaths, emptied my last magazine in their direction. Then, suddenly, great flashes streaked down the port side; a large square hole in the upper main plane meant that the dinghy had been shot away. We had also lost two cylinders from the engine but we still managed to fly. Not for long. With the tail well down, we ditched perfectly.

   On impact, I hit my harness release button and threw it off, then literally, stepped overboard into the Channel, to help Mac. A jerk on my head told me that I had forgotten to unplug the headphones! Thank God a motor launch was alongside. I was grateful, for it was extremely cold! Once aboard, I was bundled down below, to lie between the giant diesel engines, given dry clothes and a cup of ‘pussers’ rum. Pat was in the wheelhouse, and Mac lay on the after deck, a big matelot attempting to keep him warm, for his injuries were quite severe. The passage to Ramsgate harbour, at full speed through a choppy sea, must have been a nightmare to the other two. The rum helped me, but the roar of the engines precluded any conversation, leaving me with my own thoughts.

   An ambulance was waiting on the quayside and quickly whipped us off to hospital. I wanted news of my mates. At base Edgar Lee (Observer in the second aircraft) told me his pilot had severe back injuries but, to my dismay, his TAG, ‘Ginger’ Johnson, had been killed early in the action. There was no news of the rest, but there was still hope. Next morning, it became increasingly evident that we who had made it back were to be the only ones!

   I was in a daze and it didn’t help when, along with the PO Fitter, we were ordered to assemble and pack the kit of the other five TAGs. Stowing photographs and other personal items was very traumatic, but it had to be done, and rather by me than anyone else.

   I learnt later what had happened. In the engagement Lieutenant-Commander Esmonde, who was leading the first flight, was jumped on by fighters, as well as being fired on by the enemy ships, and his aircraft was severely damaged, but even with most of his lower port wing lost, he flew on, until he finally crashed into the Channel.

   The second aircraft, piloted by Sub-Lieutenant Rose, was attacked in the same manner, Rose was badly wounded and only with the encouragement of his Observer, Sub-Lieutenant Lee, did he manage to keep the damaged aircraft flying, make his attack and, finally, ditch safely. We had managed to get inside the destroyer screen and release our torpedo at about 1,000 yards before ditching.

   The second sub-flight of three aircraft was not heard of again, and all nine people were lost.

   Even more mishaps were to occur that afternoon. The RAF mistakenly attacked the only destroyer raid we could muster. The only success was that the Scharnhorst twice hit a mine and the Gneisenau hit another.

   Air losses, during this time, were heavy; RAF attacks on Brest had cost them 43 planes. Losses on 12th February were: RAF 37 planes, and the RN six Swordfish.

   For the Germans, the whole affair was a major propaganda coup; for the British, after the initial despair, a realisation that one threat to vital Middle East convoys had been removed.

   How big a ‘fiasco’, or ‘cock-up’, it was can be judged by the fact it was one of only three events during the 1939–45 war that was subject to an ‘Official Enquiry’. I would imagine inter-service co-operation improved dramatically when the War Command received the report.

Petty Officer Thomas Gould, RN

On 16 February 1942 we were inshore in shallow water. We could have just about dived, but the Germans were looking for us at sea. We had just sunk a very heavily escorted merchant ship which was escorted by aircraft, MTBs and destroyers off the north coast of Crete, in Suda Bay. Thrasher had suffered about three-and-a-half hours of depth-charges, how many I don’t know. I don’t know if anybody had nerve enough to count them. This wasn’t the first time: we had had it before. We were there primarily to map the mines being set by the Germans and then relay the information back.

   We surfaced as night-time came and were close inshore on normal duty watch. The skipper, Lieutenant Mackenzie, came down off the bridge and went to his cabin. I went to my Mess but just as I was about to get into my bunk I heard rolling noises outside. I thought, nothing of mine is out there – it sounded to me like the gun-casing, the parapet of the gun. The skipper also heard it because it was just above his head. Anyway I went and reported to the bridge, and he sent the lookout over, Daisy Adams, a gunlayer, who was responsible for the gun, to have a look at what was going on.

   Daisy came back to say that there was a large black object on the forecasing in front of the gun platform and a great hole in the super-structure of the platform itself. They told me to come up and have a look for myself, so I did. Lieutenant Roberts was also asked as he was responsible for the outside as well, and was responsible for discipline over and above myself, the coxswain. We took some sacking and heaving lines and when we got through we found it was a bomb.

   First Lieutenant Roberts took sketches of the bomb, where it lay on the forecasing while I held it still, as the boat was rolling around. At any moment it was in danger of rolling off the casing on to the saddletank below and exploding. Between us we managed to wrap the bomb in the sacking and tie it with the heaving line. It was too heavy to be thrown clear of the saddle tanks – it weighed about 100 lbs and was about three feet long. We had to manhandle it overboard, really slowly and carefully. I don’t think the pilot had enough time to set the fuses. The explosion sounded as if a depth-charge had gone off. If it’s very close to the submarine it shrinks the boat and then you hear the steel of the boat coming back to its normal size and shape again: it sounded like sand landing on a tin roof.

   To get to where the second bomb was we had to wriggle forward through the outer casing of the submarine. In that confined space there were angle irons to hold the superstructure up, battery ventilations (which are rather large tubes) and drop bollards as well. When we got through I saw that it was another heavy bomb, again 100 lbs, and I picked the bomb up and passed it through to Roberts who came in behind me. I then laid on my back with the bomb on my stomach, and held on to it while he laid on his stomach with his head to my head pulling me by the shoulders. I was being pulled forward with the bomb on my stomach. Every time we moved it made a nasty twanging sound like a broken spring, which it may well have been. Finally we got to the grating.

   All this took about an hour. It took us twenty minutes to wriggle in and a bit more to slowly wriggle out holding the bomb. We passed it up to the sub-lieutenant, who was waiting on the forecasing. I certainly think he should have been awarded something more than a mention in dispatches. We passed it up to him, and he laid it down on the forecasing. We wrapped it up with sacking again and put a couple of heaving lines around it. Then he walked forward to the highest point at the foremost part of the boat, and gave a signal to the bridge with a dim light to go astern. As with the first bomb, the boat moved astern as we lowered it gingerly over the bows. When we knew it was on the surface of the water and the boat was moving we let it go, heaving lines as well. Then we ducked and waited for the next explosion, but nothing happened – it obviously couldn’t have been primed.

   Lieutenant Roberts and myself were awarded the Victoria Cross for what we did. At the investiture at Buckingham Palace King George said, ‘How long were you in there?’ and I said, ‘Oh, about an hour, sir’ and he said, ‘I bet it was cold.’ I said, ‘Yes, Your Majesty, but I didn’t notice it.’ Then he shook my hand and pinned on the Victoria Cross. I wasn’t nervous until I saw my wife sitting at the front. We came out of the palace with my wife holding our baby.

Leading Seaman Tom Parsons, RN

I had been on the Prince of Wales when she was sunk and was taken back to Singapore. I was then detailed to patrol the Johore Straits in small boats, doing hit-and-run raids. On 12th February 1942 I was sent to HMS Li Wo, a converted Yangtze river steamer weighing 1000 tons. Out of a mixed crew from all the services I was the only trained gunlayer on the main armament, an old 4-inch gun made in Japan, which was situated in the bows. The chief bosun’s mate, CPO Charlie Rogers, was the captain of the gun and Lieutenant Thomas Wilkinson, RNR, was the ship’s captain.

   We left harbour on Friday 13th February. Local residents thought the steamer was being used for evacuation, and there were scenes of panic as we left. We headed for the Straits of Bangka and were attacked many times by lone aircraft, but we came through. On Saturday 14th February we dropped anchor close inshore, hoping that we would not be spotted by enemy aircraft, as the captain intended to go through the eighty miles of the Bangka Straits in darkness. We were spotted by a Japanese seaplane just as we got under way again.

   At about 4.30pm we sighted smoke on the horizon off the port bow. It was a convoy, about ten miles away. Lieutenant Wilkinson asked if anyone could recognise Japanese warships and I told him I was familiar with them as I had spent two years on the China station. So I went up to the bridge and he handed me his telescope. I saw one Japanese light cruiser and two destroyers and without looking any more I told the captain the convoy was Japanese, no doubt about it. It later turned out that a heavy cruiser was at the rear of the convoy.

   The captain addressed the crew and said, ‘There is a Japanese convoy ahead. I am going to attack it and we’ll take as many of those Jap bastards as possible with us.’ These are words I will never forget. We headed for the convoy and the captain selected a troopship of about 10,000 tons as the target. I had a mixed bag of ammunition in the stand. Six semi-armour-piercing shells, four graze fuse shells, and three A A shells, plus three practice shells.

   At about four thousand yards, we opened fire. The first SAP shell was over target, but at least three of our remaining SAP shells were bang on. Fire immediately broke out on the troopship and she was soon blazing furiously and the several thousand Japanese troops aboard were jumping into the sea. Within a few minutes I had used all our ammunition, so Wilkinson selected another target, the transport ship nearest to him, and rammed it at full speed and sank it. I will never forget an RAF sergeant who was manning the Vickers Lewis gun. His deadly accurate fire completely wiped out the four-man gun’s crew aboard the Jap transport we rammed. The enemy’s gun was about 40 mm and it was this gun which caused our first casualties. I was wounded in the chest. Then as we pulled away, the transport ship sank.

   The RAF sergeant opened up on another transport about 200 yards away but the convoy cleared away from us and we came under fire from the Japanese warships. It was a fearful experience as it took them five to ten minutes to find our range, their gunnery was so inaccurate. We heard their shells whistling overhead, always expecting the next one to land inboard, knowing we had to just sit there and take it, helpless and unable to do anything about it. When they eventually found the range, it was all over.

   The Li Wo listed to starboard and sank stern first. The captain stayed on the bridge but I and many others jumped into the water and started swimming towards the life rafts. The Jap transports closed in, picking up their own survivors, as we expected they would then come and pick us up too. But we were in for a shock. They came right at us and deliberately rammed our rafts. We realised just before they hit us what they were doing and quickly dived into the sea. Then I watched that transport go among a group of survivors and manoeuvre amongst them with their churning screws, killing at least a dozen. They machine-gunned us as we tried to get away from the sinking ships. Then they threw grenades and even lumps of coal and wood at us in the water. Out of a crew of over one hundred, only ten of us got ashore alive. Seven lived to celebrate VJ day.

Bandsman George Lloyd, RM

I was one of fourteen Royal Marine bandsmen who worked in the Transmitting Station (TS) of HMS Trinidad, a wonderful, incredibly fast cruiser. We’d been trained to operate the computer which controlled our main armament. The TS was right down near the bottom of the ship below an armour-plated deck. On one side were the ship’s oil fuel tanks, and, on the other, the magazine.

   On 29th March 1942 we were escorting a convoy on its way to Murmansk. We were crossing the Barents Sea when we picked up three unidentified ships on our radar screens. It was 6.30am. In those days no-one could trust radar 100% and we didn’t want to attack one of our own convoys or Russian destroyers that were in the vicinity. Visibility was poor, so we had to wait until we were close enough to identify the suspect ships. When we were less than two miles away, visibility cleared and the three ships were identified as German destroyers. Immediately the captain gave the order to open fire and we hit the leading ship with our first salvoes.

   Everything seemed to be going well until, suddenly, there was a huge explosion on our port side and our lights went out. We had been hit not by the German destroyers but by one of our own torpedoes. Something had gone wrong with it, and it came round full circle and exploded into our port side.

   There were twenty-one men in the Transmitting Station when the explosion happened. I was working the switchboard close to the ladder which was the only way of getting in or out. Straightaway our band corporal vanished up the ladder and out of the hatch. He just did a bunk.

   Then the emergency light came on and we found that the explosion had broken communications between our computer tables and the turrets, so Warrant Officer Gould, who was in charge, shouted to me to try to telephone the bridge. But the lines were dead. Gould then ordered a signal sailor to go up to the bridge and report that all the lights were out and our lines were completely dead.

   By this time oil from the oil fuel tanks started pouring down through the open hatch. I moved a few yards to the other side of the room to get away from it. Then the oil became a strong cascade and Gould shouted, ‘Shut the hatch!’ But no-one moved. Everyone seemed to be completely paralysed with fear and stayed glued to his position. Just like so many hypnotised rabbits, standing waiting to be drowned. No panic, no movement.

   Again, Gould shouted, ‘Shut the hatch, shut the hatch!’ The oil was now up to our groins. Thomas Barber (‘Lou’) went to the ladder and tried to climb it but he was knocked back by the force of the oil. I went over to help him and suddenly I became really angry. I said to myself, ‘God, you can’t do this to me, I have work to do, music to write.’ It was that anger which saved me. When Lou tried again to get up the ladder, I went after him and pushed. He couldn’t move so I shouted, ‘Shove, Lou, go on, shove!’ and then he moved a little bit. I thought of my wife, Nancy, and started to climb the ladder.

   I have no memory of what happened after this until I crawled out of the hatch two decks up. They later found that another sailor had tried to get out after me, but the hatch had come down and broken his back. So I was the last person to get out of the TS. All the rest were drowned in that cold black oil.

   My next memory is of trying to haul myself out of the hatch leading on to the mess deck. Lou had disappeared. I lay on the deck totally exhausted and unable to move. Then I crawled across the mess deck and up some iron stairs to an upper deck where I again lay down. I felt like a burnt-out cinder. On the deck below there were first aid fellows and security people. One was standing above the ladders going down to the lower decks and shouting, ‘Anybody there? Anybody below?’ I wanted to shout that help was needed in the TS but I couldn’t speak. I had no strength.

   I was just lying on the deck, saturated with oil, when a sailor came along and said, ‘Get yourself to the bake house, Bandy,’ so I crawled to the bakehouse where somebody gave me a blanket. That’s when fear overcame me. Quite frankly, I was scared out of my mind. Just lying there in a state of shock, no reserves left, I couldn’t stop shivering.

   Somehow, the damage control parties managed to save the ship and we crawled to Murmansk. Everyone around me was terrified that we would be a sitting target for the U-boats which ambushed convoys coming into Murmansk. But the destroyers, Oribi and Fury, maintained an anti-submarine screen around us and the armed minesweeper Harrier went ahead of us all through the night. When we arrived in Murmansk the next day, people seemed to come to life again with the sheer relief of arriving safely. But I couldn’t keep still, and shivered all the time.

   They could do nothing for me. In those days, they didn’t understand shock. I managed to walk off the ship but by the time I reached naval hospital in Scotland six weeks later I had reached total collapse. Almost comatose. My wife came to see me and the doctors told her I was a hopeless case. I would have to spend the rest of my life in hospital. So she said, ‘If you can’t do anything with him, you’d better let me have a try.’ For years, she didn’t get a wink of sleep, I was always screaming. But eventually I recovered. She saved my life. And I did write music.

   But I am still haunted by the picture of those silent men standing motionless, the tiny emergency light bulb giving its dim light, the cold black oil engulfing their bodies. It is a picture that will always live with me.

Lieutenant-Commander Roger Hill, RN

On 24th June 1942 we got a cypher from the Admiralty ordering us to sail that night for Hvalfjord in Iceland. We were to join the Russian convoy PQ17. I was then in command of Ledbury, a Hunt class destroyer. After a wild two hours’ oiling, storing, getting spare gear and reliefs and topping up with extra ammunition, we were under way. The feeling on board seemed to be one of cheerful excitement, as well as some trepidation.

   We arrived in Hvalfjord on 26th June and the next morning I went ashore to the convoy conference. The large room was filled with all those taking part. Admiral Hamilton who commanded the four cruisers was there, small, quiet and courteous. I knew him from Combined Operations days and reckoned nothing would ruffle him and he would never give up fighting.

   Then there was Jackie Broome, the close escort leader from the Keppel. From the fleet destroyers there was Alistair Ewing in the Offa, whom I much admired, Jock Campbell in Fury, and Adrian Northey in our sister ship Wilton.

   The masters of the 35 merchant ships sat in rows with bundles of books and charts on their laps. There were a large number of American merchant ships and at least one Russian, the tanker Azerbaijan. These ships all carried war material and this convoy would have supplied a complete army and airforce of, say, a small Balkan country. There were some 500 aircraft crated and on deck, as well as tanks, guns and ammunition of all sorts.

   The Western Approach destroyers included the ex-American four-stacker Leamington and there were three corvettes, three minesweepers and four old trawlers. Two anti-aircraft ships, the Palomares and Pozarica, a ‘Ranger’ tanker, three rescue ships and two submarines made up this fleet.

   The conference was well run, the explanations were clear and the emphasis was on the defence the escort would give against air and submarine attack. I had a brief chat with Douglas Fairbanks, Junior, who had a liaison job on one of the American cruisers. He was a most unlikely person to meet in Iceland enroute for Russia.

   I returned to my ship full of confidence in our leaders, and, as we steamed down the fjord, I briefed the officers and ship’s company. I told them we would have some really good shooting at high-level and torpedo-bombers with quite a chance of a go at some U-boats. I tried to pass on the confidence I felt in Admiral Hamilton and Jackie Broome. I told them we would be in three watches in order to give them as much rest as possible, since, when anything happened, we would go to action stations.

   On the afternoon of 30th June we sighted the great mass of shipping in their orderly nine columns. I was on the starboard quarter of the convoy, with Offa in the next square to me and Leamington next to her. The evening and night passed peacefully. Daylight lasted all through the night and from now on there was no darkness.

   At 0900 we were well inside the Arctic Circle. It was still a flat calm, with scattered patches of fog, and the big merchant ships hardly seemed to be moving on the cold, glassy sea. The little escorts were zigging and weaving about, sniffing at
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