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ROYAL NAVY MONITORS OF WORLD WAR II

Britain’s battleship-calibre gunboats

INTRODUCTION

When Britain entered World War II in September 1939, the Royal Navy possessed a sizeable fleet of 15 capital ships, armed with 15in. or 16in. guns. These formed the core of Britain’s two main battle fleets, stationed in home waters and the Mediterranean. The primary role of these powerful battleships and battlecruisers was to counter any sortie by the capital ships of the German fleet, and to vanquish these enemy counterparts. As the war ran its course, this role was expanded to encompass the Italian battle fleet as well. The trouble was, the Royal Navy’s capital ships were divided between these two fleets, while they were also required in other theatres too, such as the Far East. That meant that these capital ships were rarely free to perform another equally vital mission, the naval bombardment of targets ashore.




Fortunately, during both wars the British had developed a type of big-gun warship which was specifically designed for this task. The monitor was a type of warship which was neither fast nor especially well-protected. Instead, it mounted a single powerful gun turret – the same as those carried in Britain’s battleships. Their sole purpose was to carry out this kind of naval bombardment and they were specialists in providing naval gunfire support to friendly forces ashore. During World War I, the Royal Navy built up an impressive force of 40 monitors of various sizes, ranging from tiny river monitors mounting cruiser-sized guns to much larger heavy monitors, carrying the same size of guns found in the dreadnoughts of the British battlefleet.



[image: A monitor with two large guns in a harbour with another ship and buildings in the background.]



HMS Terror leaving Valletta’s Grand Harbour in Malta in November 1933, bound for the Suez Canal and then Singapore. The monitor would undergo a refit there, before returning to the Mediterranean in March 1940. In this view, the battleship HMS Resolution can be seen in the background. So too can an officer’s car, lashed to the deck near the monitor’s stern.




However, most of these monitors were scrapped after the coming of peace. Most of the remainder followed them to the breakers’ yards during the inter-war years. By September 1939, only four large monitors remained, and two of these were in poor condition, and had been repurposed as harbour-based ships. So too had the three smaller monitors which remained. None of these five monitors could be restored to their original roles. The Admiralty soon decided that the two remaining 15in.-gun monitors weren’t sufficient, so two more were designed and built. The result was that the Royal Navy now had a small but useful force of big-gun monitors, which soon proved
their worth.

Their firepower was vital to the success of Allied operations from the shores of North Africa and the Allied landings in Sicily and Italy, to the invasion of Normandy, and finally the Dutch island of Walcheren. This is an account of these remarkable, ungainly warships – a story which is irrevocably intertwined with their role – using their lethal firepower to deliver devastating naval bombardments, in support of Britain and its wartime allies.


	

DESIGN AND DEVELOPMENT


The monitors of World War I

In late 1914, three months after the start of World War I, the rapid advance by the German Army into Belgium and France had largely been halted, and both sides had set about entrenching themselves along a front line that stretched from the English Channel to the Swiss frontier. In the British Admiralty, ways in which the Royal Navy might help break this stalemate were considered, including an amphibious landing on Germany’s Baltic coast, the seizure of the Frisian Islands off the German North Sea coast or landings on the Belgian coast, to turn the seaward flank of the German line. However, all these potential amphibious operations needed a kind of warship which the Royal Navy didn’t possess. The fleet’s big-gun ships were all deep-draught, so were unable to operate in the shallow waters of these enemy-held coasts. So, the Admiralty began considering the building of a big-gun warship which could manoeuvre close to the shore.




[image: A painting of a monitor with one gun, almost in silhouette, with a coast in the background.]



The Lord Clive-class monitor HMS General Wolfe (M9), in a watercolour produced by an unknown artist while the monitor was operating off the Belgian coast in late 1918. Unusually, the ship had just lost its twin 12in. guns, which were replaced by a single 18in. piece, first fired in anger in September that year, two months before the end of the war.



Fortuitously, that November, American industrialist Charles M. Schwab visited the Admiralty and offered to sell eight 14in. guns which were surplus to requirements. The Admiralty agreed to buy them from Bethlehem Steel to arm the shallow-draught big-gun warships they required. The First Sea Lord, Admiral Lord ‘Jacky’ Fisher, ordered the Director of Naval Construction (DNC), Eustace Tennyson d’Eyncourt, ‘To design immediately two armoured monitors, to be built in four months – each to carry two 14-inch guns or equivalent. Draught: 10 feet, Speed 10 knots.’ The term ‘monitor’ had first emerged during the American Civil War (1861–65), referring to what was essentially a small, armoured warship mounting two or more big guns, in a turret, atop a hull with an extremely low freeboard. At the time, observers described the first of these, the USS Monitor, as looking like ‘a cheesebox on a raft’.

The gifted d’Eyncourt planned to take this original design and update it, to produce a much more potent and lethal type of warship. His bluff-bowed monitor still had a low draught of just 10ft (3.1m), but the vessel’s broad-beamed hull (334ft long with a 90ft beam) was designed to create a commodious and stable gun platform for its dominant feature – a twin 14in. gun turret, of the style currently being mounted in Britain’s new fleet of dreadnought battleships. Astern of the turret was a large mast, with a spotting platform atop it to direct the guns and a bridge at its base. D’Eyncourt’s design incorporated little in the way of armour, save for the 10in. face of the turret and 8in. protection to the turret barbette, which protected its machinery. Still, he added anti-torpedo bulges to provide some degree of underwater protection.



This monitor was slow, capable of making just over 10 knots, and it was difficult to manoeuvre. These drawbacks could have been overcome, had the DNC not been pressed for time. His design was submitted and approved by the Admiralty within four weeks, and orders for the monitors – now increased from two to four warships, were issued in December 1914. All four were launched in April the following year and became the Abercrombie class. The four monitors entered service in May and June of 1915.





[image: A monitor in open water firing the larger of its three guns.]



The 12in. gun monitor HMS Lord Clive (M6), pictured in action off the Belgian coast in October 1918, a few weeks before the Armistice. Unusually, in August 1918, the monitor, namesake of its class, was armed with a single 18in. gun, mounted aft, in addition to the main twin 12in. gun turret forward.
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The original Royal Naval monitor HMS Roberts, one of four of the Abercrombie class, mounted two 14in. guns, and in 1915–16 fired them in anger off the Dardanelles. This photograph shows the basic appearance of these World War I-era monitors, compared to their World War II counterparts. This Roberts was scrapped in 1936, before its later namesake entered service.



By then, the Admiralty had decided to expand the fleet and commissioned a class of eight more big-gun monitors, of the Lord Clive class. These were of a similar design, but mounted a pair of 12in. guns, taken from obsolete pre-dreadnought battleships. Again, speed of construction was considered essential, and they were all laid down, launched and completed before the end of 1915. In addition, a pair of 15in. gun monitors were also ordered and built that same year, using turrets earmarked for the fast battleship Ramillies.  Again, these were similar to their predecessors, except the longer trunking for the 15in. turrets led to their barbette projecting 17ft above the deck. These big-gun monitors, Marshal Soult and Marshal Ney – named in the spirit of Entente Cordiale – duly joined the burgeoning monitor flotilla based in Dover.

A divergence from this otherwise linear evolution was the building of smaller river monitors. Three of these, each armed with twin 6in. gun turrets, had been built by Vickers for the Brazilian Navy, but hadn’t been paid for. So, at the outbreak of war, the Admiralty purchased them, more to prevent them falling into the wrong hands than for any set purpose. The British modified them, and eventually sent them to the Mediterranean. They subsequently saw service on the Danube, and on the rivers of Northern Russia. Similarly, in mid 1916 two Norwegian ironclads were being built by Elswick, each mounting a pair of 9.2in. guns. These too were bought by the Admiralty, modified and eventually entered service in 1918.

In early 1915, as Admiral Fisher’s plans for amphibious operations were being developed, he ordered another large group of 14 light monitors, armed with whatever spare cruiser ordnance could be found. Built at speed in two shipyards in Teesside, these small monitors became the M-15 class. They were just under half the size of the Humber-class river monitors, carried no armour, and mounted a single gun, of either a 6in., 7.5in. or a 9.2in. calibre. The 9.2in. ones soon proved unstable in anything other than a flat calm. So, their guns were replaced with lighter ones. Another batch of five similar monitors became the M-29 class, each mounting a pair of 6in. guns taken from the fast battleships of the Queen Elizabeth class. All 19 of these light monitors entered service in mid-1915.




[image: A monitor in calm water, almost in silhouette.]



The powerful Erebus-class 15in. gun monitor HMS Terror was built in Belfast and entered service in August 1916. In 1919, the monitor, looking as pictured here, was used in firing trials at armour plate taken from the German 15in.-gun-armed dreadnought Baden. Terror retained its main guns throughout the inter-war period, so with only minor refurbishment was ready to serve again in 1939.



So, the Royal Navy now had a powerful monitor flotilla, but Fisher’s much-vaunted amphibious invasion never took place. Instead, the monitors were sent into action in support of existing ground operations, most commonly off the Belgian coast, but also in Gallipoli, the doomed campaign against the Turks. During nearly three years of operations, the Royal Navy gradually learned how to make the most of their monitors and discovered just how effective they could be at naval bombardment. Of all of them, it was the 15in. monitors that proved the most useful.

It was hardly surprising then, that after war’s end, and during the negotiations on naval disarmament that followed, most of the smaller monitors were scrapped. By late 1928, all but one each of the 14in. and 12in. monitors remained, along with four of the small M-class versions, most of which had been converted to other less martial uses. The two 15in. monitors of the Marshal Soult class remained too, although they were no longer operational. All these monitors had been built hurriedly, to fulfil a specific wartime need. So, it was little wonder that with the coming of peace, the Admiralty no longer had any use for them.


The Erebus class

The Dardanelles operation highlighted the need for warships capable of carrying out naval gunfire support, without risking the fleet’s existing capital ships. In mid-May 1915, when nine monitors were sent from Dover to reinforce the Allied fleet off the Dardanelles, the Admiralty also decided to order four more big-gun monitors armed with 15in. guns. By then, the Admiralty Experimental Works based at Haslar near Portsmouth had completed evaluation trials on the Abercrombie-class monitors. These suggested ways the hull shape could be improved, to increase the speed of the vessels. The new monitors designed by the DNC would incorporate these changes, and, with more powerful engines, it was expected they would be faster than their predecessors.

The basic design of the ships was similar to earlier big-gun monitors, although they were longer, beamier and had a larger displacement. Their draught, though, remained just 10ft. Orders for the four monitors were placed later that month, but the lack of suitable 15in. gun barrels presented insurmountable problems, without delaying the completion of Royal Sovereign-class fast battleships. So in June 1915, the orders were cancelled. By August, sea trials of the two Marshal Ney-class monitors revealed just how slow these vessels were. So, the following month d’Eyncourt was ordered to revise the design of his 15in.-gun monitors, while incorporating the empirical data produced by the sea trials, and from practical experience of the existing monitors. The result was a design which the DNC felt would produce a faster and more responsive vessel.

The Admiralty duly approved this design, and in late September it issued contracts to Harland & Wolff for the building of two vessels in their Belfast and Clydebank shipyards. D’Eyncourt’s design called for a vessel just over 400ft long, with a beam of 88ft. This, he felt, made the monitor a stable gun platform. The hull shape, while still chunky, was more streamlined than its Abercrombie- or Marshal Ney-class predecessors, with finer lines, designed to improve the vessels’ responsiveness to rudder movement when underway. A bow rudder was also fitted, to improve manoeuvrability when trying to maintain position during a bombardment mission. For the same reason, the monitors were also provided with anchors at both the bow and the stern.

Other improvements included a proper bridge structure, just behind the single twin-15in. gun turret, and a secondary armament of two 6in. quick-firing guns, backed up by a pair of 12-pdr (3in.) guns, to counter enemy torpedo boats. As the



[image: A twin gun turret in front of an armoured conning tower.]
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EREBUS-CLASS MONITORS







[image: An illustration of a grey monitor from the side, with a large gun turret and a conning tower, and lifeboats on the stern, numbered to correspond to the text on the preceding page.]
















[image: A monitor leaving a harbour with another boat and buildings on the shore in the background.]







The Roberts class





[image: A monitor with a twin gun turret entering a floating dock. There is a crane and other apparatus to the right.]











[image: A view of a ship under construction in a shipyard, photographed from above, revealing the internal structure of the vessel.]











[image: A view of the deck of a ship from above with many people on board fitting it out with four gun mounts and other equipment.]










[image: A ship in the water in a shipyard, partially fitted out, with another vessel in the background.]
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