CHAPTER SEVEN

HONGKONG _TO _THE
BATTLE OF THE ATLANTIC

(1939 - 1941)

.WE sailed from Liver
a liner on St Patrick

for Hong Kong in
gogay. 1939.g In lh%se

days there was no such thing as free passages
for wives and families. If you wanted to take

" your wife you had to

pay - or not see her for

Iwo of more years. My brother Peter came 1o
, see us off and spent St Patrick’s Eve in a

spare bunk on board.
We asked the steward
’k he koiew of any quict
“Idance halls in Liverpool.
1He said that on that par-
night they were 3
‘but revome
mended oac as being
better than-the rest. Oa
fea) We~drunk s were
sady being thrown out
10 the pavement. so we
e e s
a quict drinkin,
’:350‘“-36%. o
Next morning we
sarled. at first light and
pushed brother off the
* poat 'with the palot! Thea
" g wok the all.red route
¢t Hong Kong. OF
e it was all familiar
me but quite 3 :fl"
experignce for my wile
whao enjoyed it immense-
ly. visiuag ualamiliac
countnes and
On arrival in Hon
Kong | joined the stall
the "ommandecr-in.
Chicf, Admiral Sir
Noble, a very dapper
m‘m officer | but
tely wat

:,; work ui do in {he in-
s wa were
It m-wam.' with on-

ly the Japanese. the
glu.lm scrapping jpas-
nodiully.wgw the
West things .vere -trb

. -‘ uptoa

n carly September.
Hitler declared war and
the Coloay and Garrsoa
were put on a war-fool-
ing - of sorts. But this
war was 1o con-
tinue for over two more
ars until the Japanese
attacked after Pearl Har-
1 was getting more and
more restless doing vir-

tally

of any use,
ﬂvmw&fmh No=-

ble and asked him if |
could be senl (o sca,

_ preferably in command
of a destroyer.

S P ———

- “What do you know
about desiroyen?”

* “Well, 1 have passed
the destroyer command
exam, sir.” .

" This was a bit of luck
and very ncar the truth, It
was right up his street
cand he came back at

- once. e

E. “You're just the surt of
‘fellow | have been look-
ing for. Young Sims is
dying 10 join in the fight,
-and very expenienced. I'll
send him home and you
can have the Seowr and
learn your trade out here
before  going  home
yourseil.” .

HMS Scout was one of.
*hos¢ old World War
Jac destroyers, forming
‘the back-bone of the
Hong Kong Naval
Defence Force.

Small and fast, she
could sull do her 30
knots. She had a ship’s

* cumpany of just over 100

“We spent our time pa-
trolling the outer ap-
10 the harbour
and carrying oul endless
cxercises and  man-
ocuvres in Co-operation
with the army. It was
great fun ot i Iuv‘i:s‘
one’s own command
learning h: l:’_ band‘l_c a
destroyer, but after a few
y n_am it began to pall,
i e phoney non-war
‘went on \vilh’the social
(life in full swing with
panies the order of the
day, while our brethren
were being subjected 1o
the perils and ravages of
Norway. Dunkirk, and
the Allanus. | .
. This continued for
ncarly a whole year for

Jme. Then 2t Ik o) the
end 01940, T managed”
10 persuade the powers

+ that be 10 send me home
10 the “real™ war, little
thioking, of Ml.‘lh!
ina t's time Hon
Koa;y::uldbewbjmcs
to an overwhelming and
barbarous attack from
e pres A Rt ot
w 0ot
been  killed,  were
marched into captivity
for theee long years in a
prison camp. A fate
wotse than death,
especially for me know-
::'3" their language and

wa |
- My wife and | caught
the last P & O 10 leave
 Hong Kong in January
1 iralty paid
for her on this occasion as
i€ was war-lime and the
thmi_? wai chvll:;edl).
was g n
and ledm"a umﬁ ag
we had 10 go round the
Cape, the Suez Canal by
then being closed.
It 100k ten weeks in-
stead of the normal five
,and we went by Sin-
! gapore, Penang. Bom-
1 bay, Mombasa, Durban,
i Eapc g&vn. gk&a
cone, 13, finish-
ing up in 6&: ow, We
certainly saw a bitjof the
world! 3
M¥ sister, Dodo and
her Tour childrea had
been evacuated at the
beginning of the war
from Bedfoed to the Lake

8

District acar Winder-
meve and offered to take
iy wife in as she had a
largish house and hy

¢ was just starging a
baby.

Msuicdukv;tywdl
as | had been lucky cne
ough 10 have been given
command of an Makqtic
Escort Destroyer workin
out of Liverpool and .

al
‘thl ‘thoinent refillng in

Vickers Yard at Barrow
n Furnexs. not 30 mudes
from Windermere, .

The refitlasted 6 weeks
during which jlime
between wuiches ‘u 3
weil J weeks

Rave,

HMS Wich was a
(larger World Warg, One
Class destroyer but aot
so8 eted ull 1924 ‘b:nd

n pretly good shape
and capable of 32 knots
or more. The ship's
company of about
consisted half of “pen-
sioners’”, older men
called up from the re-
seeve at the beginning of
the war. postmen, care-
takers, farmers and Jacks
of 3l rrades.

of the best sailors
in the ship had driven a
‘funeral hearse in 2 top
hat and frock coat for
years before the war

The other haif were

g “hostilities onl
men who were kindly
and firmly pummelled
into shape by the oid

As a combination
they were grand. The
young ones 1o sup
youth and enthusiasm
and the old ones 10 sup-

y the steadying in-

wence and expericnce.

In Vickers Yard there
was littde for the hands to
do as the ship was
stripped down uad all the

“4 inch guns and other ar-

mament removed for
reconditioning. On ar-
nival one eveniog in May.
I found the Captain on
leave and a umm ro:;l’
officers bolding L
We were being subjected
10 a week’s blitz from
Hitler’s bombers and
there was nothing for it
but to take shelier or
walk on deck and listen

1o the Mak pauering*

down oa onc’s stcel hele
met. This was the first
time [ had been under
enemy fire!

In July we moved
down (o the. Gladstone
Dok, the escqrt vessely
dock as e mouth of the
Liverpool Docks and
joined up with the Wes.
tem a hes Com-
mand under my ol
chiel Sir Perey Noble
who had been transferred
from the Far East to
Commander-in-Chief of
the Western Approaches,
together with several
familiar faces on bis walf,

The Admiral was sull
the dapper lady’s.man
and we had 3 well-knawn
cartoonist on the staffl
who took this off. He
drew a pcture of @ Wren
at the very top of the
map-room ladder with
the famuliar figure of the
Admiral watching her

. movements, Two very

sentor Wren officers in
the background with one
javing to the other:
b5t llleyh route thar
convoy South of lecland
of Wren Smithers goes
into slacks!™

Life in the Western
Approaches could be
chny Bumdrum with a
ew cxciling incidents
and attacks 10 liven it up;
and then, of course, there
was always the vile At-
lantic weather.

_ A convoy under a re-
tired senior officer called
the *"“Conv Com-
maodore™ would be as-
sembled in Liverpool and
Glasgow and an escort:
group of available des-

rs under the orders
of the s¢nior escort officer
| present.
+  These would sei off
+North of Ireland and
fendeczvous with another
long-range escort group
somewhere in mid-At-
.lantic, This group would
take the convoy over
towards the Canadian
coust where they would
be met by a Canadian
escort group who would
take them o Halifax,
Nova Scotia, their main
mvalgm and coavoy |
Y port.
was ideal, but of
course a thousand and
one.. things could.go
wrong. German sueface
raiders could appear
(very rare) and scatter the
convoy. Very heavy
weather or continuous
fog or even icebergs
break up thecotwﬂ T
mishaps that could hap-
Pen are oo numerouy (o
mention, buk it was al-
ways the escorts duty to
11y 10 gather up the
kea bits and get them
home intact. The con
MUST get through
The of attack the
escorts hated most was
one de early on
by the Germans and
known as the “Welf
Pack™artack. . 2
A U-boat sighting a
convoy did not attack
immcd'md) but whistled
up her ncarest collesgucy
and together they formed
& pack of 3, 4 or 5 boats,
These shadowed the con-
voy for a day or two and
then on¢ night tore into
the coavoy a lot of.
ravenous wolves, -
. The confusion was ter-
rific and @ wus difficult 1
‘disunguish the U-poals
in the geoeral slaughter
and confusion. Aflter ex-
pending their ammuni-
non they then retired - or
what was lell of them if
we had been lucky 10 sink
one or two
. My personal life dur-
- ing CONVOYs was confined
10 the bridge and my sea
cabin just underncath it
,This was a compartment
about ux feet by six fect
containing a bunk, a
washsiand, 3 small desk
and chair. Here | slepa,
ate, read or wrnre, if | was
not up lop. awaiting the
nwzzocac cry -c;fum
on the bridge, Sir,
please™ | never dared go

as fae.ax my. spacious’

s and bath aft: o
wf ten days of a fortnight
1 went smelly. ‘

So much has been
writiea. about the Basile
of the Aduntic that [ will
not claborate more but
fini>h off with a3 little
personal anecdote.

We had just got into
Derry and were topping
up with fuel and | was
having my first bath for
ten days, when there was
a tap at the door from the
Yeoman of Signaks.

s, sir,”

“Oh. Y¢o, can’t you
Jeave me in peace even in
my bath?™

“Well, sir, I'll just read
one short one through the
door and lcave the rest
ull later ™

“Goon.”

“From Commander-
‘in-Chiel, Western Ap-
J mm' 0 I‘I’.‘\’I'S

Yirch, I a z h
doing well™ b:oy
- “Yippee, that's won-
~mu’3:a Go and tell
the Wine Steward to give
you a very large drink on
me.” .

And that's bow [ heard

of my son Jasper™s birth a
N miylauf



CHAPTER EIGHT

BATTLE OF THE ATLANTIC
(1941 - 1942)

THE date of December 7, 1941, was a most
important one in the Second World War.
The Japanese Navy carried out a treacherous
dawn attack on the US Fleet in Pearl Harbor
without any declaration of war. The Japan-
ese are very poor psychologists and they
ought to have realised that 1t would make
“ every American “madder'n a hornet", iso-
lationists vanished instantly and US came
‘into the war overnight. But not only against
Japan, but also against the other Axis
powers. This not only affected the Pacific, but

the chareacter of the

imncdiately alterea.

. The U.boats could
shift target and instead of

hv(ns 10 operale against
well-disciplined mer-
chantmen and experi-
enced escorts they were
now free to do their worst
on US merchantmen and
escorts who had no train-
ingin-or von of ~
this form of warfare. The
larger U-boats all moved
over to the eastern
scaboard of America
from Venczuela in the
south to Newfoundland
in Canads ia the north.

There were no black-
out regulations in the US
and, consequently, all the
coantal cities were it up
like greyhound stadiums
and the mecchantimen
Ieisurely passiag up and
down the coast were sil-
houetied like baystacks
against 3 [ull moon, Eavy
prekings indeed and the
slsughicr was immense,
oaly fimited by the long
distance of the U-boats
from their home ports
and conmsequent difficul.
tiey in maintaining wocks
of fuel and ammusition
for any length of tipe

By mid-January things
had ﬁﬂ 10 such a pas
that it was decided 1o
send, during the course of
February, 20 Liverpoot-
based cwors across ihe
Allzatic 1o join up with
the Royal Canadian
Navy based on Halifax,
Nova Scedr?

Qur refit over, we were
ooe of the last of these
escorts 10 Ieave for Can.
2da in the last week of
February. in company
with another destroser a4
excort (0 a slow convoy
out of Liverpool into the
Atlantic.

This was 10 be a very
eventful trip for the
‘Witch® and 1 can best
describe it by quating

itle of the Atlantic was

Teom a ndi'o broadcasy |
was asked 10 make some

*year or 50 later when the

cvents were still fresh in
my memory. c

“This is the story of
just one uip ~ an eventful
one ~ in the life of a good
ship and a finc ship’s
company. In 1942 1 was
an officer in this ship
which shall remain
nameless. We used to call
her familiarly among
ounclves “the old witch
or at any rate something
like that. She wasone of a
large class of destroyer
which just caught up the
end of the last war, -~

They were brand new
crack ships in those days,
but when this war came
along. they were getting 3
littie long in the tooth.
However, ihey were
sturdy Tittle shipt and on
them fell the bulk of what
is nuw genenally known
2s the Baule of the
Atlantic, that all.impor-
tant part of the Naval
War which weat on day
in and day osl, vear in
and year oul, for the
defence of our shipping
on the vital supply lines
across the Allantic
Ocean,

We could not use our
modern destroyers for
thin job as they, being
modern, were necded for
the all-important job of
wreening the ficet so the
job fcll perforce on the
old stapers. corveties and
sloops until the more
modern excort destroyers
began 1o roll off the
production fine.

The ship's company
consisted of about 50 per
cent of “pensioners™ -
older men called up from
:‘:‘ mcg: at the begine.

of the war: postmen,
carctakers, farmers uq X

jacks of all trades, One of
the best sailors in the ship
had driven 2 funeral
hearse in a top-hat and
frock-coat for years
the war, The other
50 per cent were I3
“hostilitiés only™ men
who were kindly but
firmly pummelled into
shape by the old hands.
As a combination they
were grand. The

ond eatheclim and the

old ones to supply the
“steadying influence and
ex

e left Liverpool one
e blrpeoe o it
ruary a a convoy.
half across the Atlantic,
Being destroyers, how-
ever, our endurance or
time we could remain at
sea was limited and so, in
mid-ocean, we had 10
turn the over 10
some fresh starters and
goover o lceland and get
some more fuel.

That was one of the
coldest mornings it has
ever been my pleasure o
nry. There had been 3
blizzard with driving
slect and we were
wo find the hole inlg
Hvalfiord, where our
oiler was. in the small

hours of the morning.
We'd lost our way'info

TR
u set.ofl
Mg for Cas s

g2
x

Bad weather again, U
however., dogged our

get to our destination
without another drop of

fuel. So we decided to nip.

gl:‘ St J::n)'oag ata
- and get enougt
fucl to last us to the Can-
adian coast with someth.
ing to spare. M.
We were the last 1o fucl
and. having finished and
cleaced St John's, we put
on speed to caich up our
old transports. Round
Cape Race at the south
cond of Newfoundland
and then' across the
famous cod-banks where
{the bottom of the Atlan.
tic suddenly, in a few
, miles. decides to come up,
to the surface, )
The depth changes
from u few miles decp to
a few fathoms inthe
space of 3 few miles and'

-

L

M was just bere that we
chose 1o sirike the father
and mother of all gales
I've ever seen and I've
seen 8 few. This was the
last straw, The wind got

ter 2t us,
In -lkhhnfor::‘uu
we ha o
omc it mﬂ’f\unm
having come over

423

i

igg%’

:

Then things started 10
bappen once more, We




The officer in charge
told us the surf over the
.spit was simply killing
and they were lucky to
have got through it al-
right. However, it was
calming down ecvery
minute and it was
decided that, as there was
a nice stifl breeze from
the south, perhaps a boat
under sail might have a
chance against the strong
northerly current.

The captain decided to
take the ship slowly as
near as he dared to the
wreck. There were no
charts of this locality
showing the depth of
water as the sands had a
habit of shifling from
year to year. Two men
with lead and line each
were placed in the bows
and the ship steamed
dead slow towards the
after part of the wreck on
‘which it could now be
scen there were a number
of men.

Mcanwhile the whaler
had been rigged for
sailing and volunteers
called to man the boat.
Did | say volunteers? It
_was more like a chucking
oul party at a night club
on St Patrick’s Day in
“Liverpool. Everyone had
some good reason
why he should be
specially selected to go.

-However, the captain
selected the pick of the
ship's company with the
Ist lieutenant in charge.
Mecanwhile. the ship was
slowly approaching the
wreck: “By the mark ten™
=“And a quarter cight™ -
“Deep six™ came the
,Soundings in the fathoms

yfrom the leadsmen.
. We were now less than
half a mile from the
wreck with pros-
c::l of getting quite close
fore having 10 stop due
o lack of water when,
suddenly, “and a half
- two™ came the leadsman.
The captain  nearly
mped out of his skin.
iThe ship was drawing
;about 13 feet and 2}
fathoms in only 15 fect.

“Stop  boat.™ “Hall
astern logeiher ™ and

gradually we drew back
out of it. It was now or
“bever, as the whaler was
dropped and sent off
towards the wreck under
sail while the ship was
keptin position as near as
possible by moving the
engines slowly ahead and
astern.

Everyone was waich-

ing the whaler through
glasses - 200 yards, 100
yards from the wreck,
now she’s entering the
surf. Will she make it?
*Just then an enormous
lroller caught her and
spun her round like a
rcork and over she went,

The crew were flun
into the water, but they

“had their lifebelts on and
the tide was bringing
them towards the ship.
One of the Canadian
boats was quickly
manned and pulled out
towards them against the
tide. The ship once more
took herself as close as
she dared.

The captain on the
bridge was swearing fit to
beat any Thames ba

_He always did that w!
be got upset. it was a sure
barometer. .

_One of the Caulinas
dropped a rubber dinghy
but it unfortunately
missed them. However,
in 20 minutes the men
were all safely aboard the
Canadian boat and being
brought towards the ship
where the doctor and his
partly were wailing for
them with blankets and
hot stimulants. :

Ten minutes later the
Captain sent 3 messa

down to the doctor ask- :

ing how the men were
getting along. Back came
the answer: “Regret 1o
report one dead, sir and
the other five uncon-
scious.”
. We cotldn’t belicve
our cars. The captain
went as white as a sheet,
It was his ity.
What we hadn't taken
into account was that the
temperature of the water
was 33°F, one degree
above freezing and could
cut like a knife. No-one
can live long in that
water.
Luckily the other five
_recovered in a short time,
but the one who died was

our chief bosun’s mate -

and quite one of the best
in the ship. But what to
do. now? There were still
30 men in that wreck.
Afier a general confer-
ence on the bridge it was

decided that as the tide

was slackening up by
now, (o try and

Canadian boat, whigh

“was stirdily - built
under oars. Any more,
volunteers? Of course,
there were as many as

you want “Bad on

- the poor chicl buffer, but
there are still men 1o be

rescucd way over yon
der” (We were 3 West”
Country ship). :
The Sub.Licutenant
took the next trip in.
“Gosh, she's got there.”
“Well done Subb! well
done boat’s crew.” Back
they came, heavily laden
through the surfl with a
dozen survivors very ex-
hausted and cold after
their 48 hours on board
the surf-covered wreck,
Subby was sent back
with a fresh crew to bring
off another bunch of sur-
vivors. He had
that there were still an-
other 25 on board, all in a
pretty bad way. This

second trip was frightful.

As the overioaded boat
was on its way back. the
biggest roller of the
whole aficrnoon then
swooped down on it and.
as the boat met the wave,
her bows went up. And
she literally stood on her

_tail. By the grace of God,
however, she was not
rolled over, hut came
down again like a knife

still pointing in the right
direction.

This effort, however.
had shaken the sub who,
on his return, came up to
the bridge and
to the captain that he
didn't think that the boat
could do another’ trip.

“How many men left
the ship?™ 1S sir.” “I's
-gottodo it

want to see again. Yhen
we were cleared we
turned around and
steamed off to Halifax at
high s to get the men
in arrived there next
morning to be greeted by
quite a reception com=
mittee of ambulances,
nurses, doctors, US

Naval officers coming to
thank us and. much 10




