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INTRODUCTION


On Wednesday 10 December 1941, a powerful British battlegroup was at sea in the Gulf of Siam. It was three days since the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor. By late morning it was 43 nautical miles off the eastern coast of the Malay Peninsula. The force had sortied from Singapore two days before, in an attempt to disrupt Japanese amphibious landings on the Malay Peninsula. Now, Force Z – the battleship Prince of Wales, the battlecruiser Repulse and three destroyers – were heading east, away from the coast, as the operation had been called off. Away to the north, lookouts spotted an aircraft, a Japanese scout plane. Although it quickly disappeared, on board the battleship Admiral Phillips was under no illusions. Force Z had been sighted, and that meant an air attack was imminent. At that moment, due to a series of misunderstandings, Force Z had no air cover and as they lacked modern anti-aircraft defences; the two capital ships were vulnerable. Sure enough, less than an hour later, the Japanese returned in force.
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The elderly battlecruiser Repulse first saw action during World War I, and although she had been extensively modernised during the 1930s, she still lacked sufficient anti-aircraft firepower to adequately defend herself against a large-scale air attack.
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Prime Minister Winston Churchill (1874–1965) and Admiral Sir Tom Phillips (1888–1941), pictured outside the Admiralty building in Whitehall in early 1941. Both men were instrumental in the decision to send Force Z to the Far East, regardless of the potential threat posed by Japanese land-based air power in South-East Asia.




They came at 1140hrs. In the first attack, the Prince of Wales was hit by a torpedo, causing flooding and a drop in speed and power. She was still limping along 40 minutes later when the next wave appeared. This time she was hit by three more torpedoes, while Repulse was also hit at least five times. These were mortal blows. The Prince of Wales sank an hour after this second attack, after Repulse had already gone to the bottom. A total of 840 of their crew went down with them. That day, the Royal Navy’s offensive power in the Far East was obliterated. With the Americans still reeling from Pearl Harbor, and the Japanese army advancing rapidly towards Singapore, a horrified Churchill realised that, as he put it, ‘Japan was supreme, and we everywhere were weak and naked.’ The repercussions were immense. Stripped of its naval protection, the fate of Singapore was sealed. The Commonwealth garrison there surrendered in mid-February 1942. It was a blow from which British military prestige in the Far East would never recover.
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The King George V-class battleship Prince of Wales had seen action before, in May 1941, when she engaged the German battleship Bismarck in the battle of the Denmark Strait. Now she was being sent into harm’s way again, and would fight another battle she was equally ill-prepared for.





Above all, the sinking of Force Z exposed the fallacy that sea power rested on the big gun, rather than the aircraft. For over half a century, the battleship had dominated naval warfare but, during the inter-war years and for those willing to heed the signs, this supremacy was challenged by the growing efficiency of naval air power. In the opening years of the war, the vulnerability of the Royal Navy’s surface warships to attack from the air was demonstrated off Norway, Dunkirk and Crete. Despite this, the British Admiralty sent Force Z to bolster Britain’s naval presence in the Far East. These two capital ships were sent to Singapore to act as a deterrent. Instead, it was thrust into the forefront of a naval campaign for which it was poorly equipped. With a Japanese invasion of Malaya imminent, Force Z was sent to intercept the enemy landing force, but was ambushed by land-based aircraft, and overwhelmed.


The naval implications of this debacle were profound. It offered clear proof that the battleship was little more than a liability in a modern naval war. In December 1941, though, even the Japanese placed an undue emphasis on the offensive power of the battleship. At the time the British Admiralty never questioned the value of sending Force Z to sea to seek out the enemy. That all changed that day, in the Gulf of Siam. From that point on, naval air power reigned supreme. The disaster signalled the end of the battleship as an offensive weapon, except under very limited or exceptional circumstances. They were just too vulnerable to put in harm’s way. It was a lesson the British eventually took on board, but it was one learned at a terrible cost, in men, ships and national standing. The sinking of Force Z was arguably Britain’s greatest naval disaster of World War II. The aim of this book is to show just how and why this calamity happened.


	


CHRONOLOGY



 

 

 1941









	
	
28 August



	
	Battlecruiser Repulse ordered to sail for Far East, as a convoy escort.









	
	
20 October



	
	War Cabinet’s Defence Committee decides to send naval reinforcements to Singapore.









	
	
23 October



	
	Battleship Prince of Wales sails from Scapa Flow, bound for Far East.










	
	
25 October



	
	After embarking Admiral Phillips and staff, Prince of Wales sails from the Clyde.









	
	
3 November



	
	Aircraft carrier Indomitable runs aground off Bermuda.











	
	
5 November



	
	Prince of Wales puts in to Freetown, Sierra Leone.









	
	
16–18 November



	
	Prince of Wales puts in to Cape Town, South Africa.









	
	
28 November



	
	Prince of Wales reaches Colombo, Ceylon (now Sri Lanka), and joins Repulse.









	
	
29 November



	
	Foundering of diplomatic negotiations between Japan and United States.










	
	
2 December



	
	Force Z arrives in Singapore.









	
	
Monday 8 December









	
	
0045hrs



	
	Japanese commence landing operations on coast of Siam and northern Malaya. Britain and Commonwealth now at war with Japan.









	
	
1230hrs



	
	Admiral Phillips holds an operational briefing on board Prince of Wales.









	
	
1710hrs



	
	Force Z leaves Singapore.









	
	
Tuesday 9 December









	
	
0713hrs



	
	Force Z passes point to east of Anamba Islands, and turns northwards.









	
	
1415hrs



	
	British naval force sighted by Japanese submarine I-65.









	
	
1645hrs



	
	Weather improves, and skies clear.









	
	
1650hrs



	
	Japanese search planes take off from bases in Indochina.









	
	
1730hrs



	
	Japanese naval air strike takes off from Saigon.









	
	
1745hrs



	
	Force Z sighted by Japanese float plane.









	
	
1809hrs 



	
	Sunset.









	
	
1850hrs



	
	Japanese bombers accidentally attack the Japanese heavy cruiser Chokai.









	
	
1856hrs



	
	Chokai sets off a flare, seen by British destroyer.











	
	
1858hrs



	
	Force Z and Japanese Covering Force alter course and head away from each other without detecting one another.









	
	
2050hrs



	
	Admiral Phillips cancels attack on Japanese transport force off Singora.









	
	
2352hrs



	
	Message from Singapore informs Palliser of Japanese landings taking place at Kuantan.










	
	




	
	Force Z spotted by Japanese submarine I-58. Subsequent torpedo attack fails.









	
	
Wednesday 10 December









	
	
0010hrs



	
	Admiral Phillips decides to redirect Force Z towards Kuantan, to oppose Japanese landings.









	
	
0211hrs



	
	Sighting report by I-58 reaches Rear-Admiral Matsunaga’s headquarters in Saigon.









	
	
0315hrs



	
	I-58 loses contact with Force Z.









	
	
0500hrs



	
	Nine Japanese reconnaissance planes take off from Saigon.









	
	
0503hrs



	
	 Dawn.









	
	
0515hrs



	
	Force Z spots Japanese tug and barges during approach to Kuantan.











	
	
0625hrs



	
	Genzan Kokutai takes off from Saigon.









	
	
0644hrs



	
	Kanoya Kokutai takes off from Dau Mot.









	
	
0650hrs



	
	Mihoro Kokutai begins taking off from Dau Mot.









	
	
0738hrs



	
	Walrus float plane conducts air reconnaissance of Kuantan – reports no Japanese landings there.









	
	
0900hrs



	
	Destroyer Express returns from reconnaissance of Kuantan, and confirms no landings are taking place there.









	
	
0930hrs



	
	Force Z turns away from coast, and heads towards south-east.









	
	
1005hrs



	
	Destroyer Tenedos (RAN) sighted by Japanese search plane, and attacked.









	
	
1015hrs



	
	Tenedos bombed by squadron of Genzan Kokutai, but emerges unscathed.










	
	




	
	Force Z sighted by Japanese reconnaissance aircraft.










	
	
1040hrs



	
	Force Z detects approaching bomber formations on radar.









	
	
1109hrs



	
	Force Z opens fire.









	
	
1113hrs



	
	1 Sqn/Mihoro conducts bombing attack on Repulse. Battlecruiser hit by a 250kg bomb.









	
	
1141hrs



	
	1 Sqn/Genzan conducts torpedo attack on Prince of Wales.









	
	
1144hrs



	
	Prince of Wales hit by torpedo on port side aft. Damages port outer propeller shaft.









	
	
1149hrs



	
	2 Sqn/Genzan attacks Repulse, but battlecruiser evades all torpedoes.









	
	
1150hrs



	
	Prince of Wales now crippled, and listing heavily to port.









	
	
1157hrs



	
	1 Sqn/Mihoro returns to conduct second attack on Repulse. No hits.









	
	
1158hrs



	
	Ceasefire.









	
	
1204hrs



	
	Captain Tennant of Repulse contacts Singapore, and requests air support.









	
	
1210hrs



	
	Prince of Wales hoists ‘Not under Control’ signal – steering erratically.









	
	
1220hrs



	
	Admiral Phillips breaks radio silence, and contacts Singapore.









	
	




	
	Fresh wave of aircraft spotted to east, moving in to attack.











	
	
1221hrs



	
	Force Z opens fire on approaching aircraft.









	
	
1223hrs



	
	Elements of Kanoya attack Prince of Wales. Battleship hit three times on starboard side.









	
	
1224hrs



	
	Elements of Kanoya attack Repulse from multiple directions. Battlecruiser hit by torpedo on port side aft.









	
	
1225hrs



	
	Repulse struck by four more torpedoes – battlecruiser left crippled and sinking. Order given to abandon ship.









	
	
1230hrs



	
	Air attack ends.









	
	
1232hrs



	
	Repulse sinks.









	
	
1240hrs



	
	Final wave of Japanese bombers appear.









	
	
1241hrs



	
	2 Sqn and 3 Sqn/Mihoro attack Prince of Wales.









	
	
1244hrs



	
	Prince of Wales hit by 500kg bomb. Extensive casualties amidships.









	
	
1250hrs



	
	Captain Leach of Prince of Wales requests tugs sent from Singapore to tow battleship home.









	
	
1300hrs



	
	Evacuation of non-essential crew from battleship, including engine room staff.









	
	
1310hrs



	
	Order given to abandon ship. Destroyer Express used as rescue vessel.









	
	
1315hrs



	
	Prince of Wales begins to capsize – Express damaged and forced to break free of sinking battleship.









	
	
1320hrs



	
	Fighter cover from No. 453 Squadron arrives over remains of Force Z.










	
	
1323hrs



	
	Prince of Wales sinks.
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Before the outbreak of war in the Pacific, the British knew very little about the potential of Japanese land-based aircraft, and greatly underestimated the threat they posed to British naval power in the region. In fact, Japanese aircraft like this Type 96 bomber were much more advanced than Western intelligence analysts had anticipated.











	

ATTACKER’S CAPABILITIES

The new rulers of the sea


Air assets

In September 1940, the Japanese entered French Indochina after reaching an agreement with the Vichy French government. While Japanese troops occupied the French colony, the Imperial Japanese Navy were able to use French naval facilities, and the large protected anchorage of Cam Ranh Bay. The Army Air Force moved air units into the country, but initially these were dedicated to the support of land-based forces. So, with a view to supporting the ambitious operations planned by the Imperial Japanese Navy in the region, its Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Yamamoto decided to redeploy its own aircraft there. In November the 22nd Koku Sentai (Air Flotilla) was ordered to relocate from the Chinese island of Formosa to new bases in southern Indochina. The formation would take over former French airfields near Saigon, and prepare itself for active operations beginning 8 December 1941 (7 December to the east of the International Date Line).
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A Japanese naval Kokutai (Air Corps) consisted of three or more squadrons, each of up to nine aircraft. In the attacks on Force Z in December 1941, three of these Kokutai were deployed in the hunt for the British warships.





The 22nd Air Flotilla was commanded by Rear-Admiral Sadaichi Matsunaga (1892–1965), a highly experienced officer who had taken command of the air formation that January. His command consisted of two Kokutai (Air Groups, or Air Corps), each consisting of three or four bomber squadrons. The Genzan Kokutai, named after its original base, consisted of 36 Mitsubishi Navy Type 96 G3M2 two-engined bombers (codenamed ‘Nell’ by the Allies). The second
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Naval and land assets
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