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THE RIVER PLATE BATTLE

The following Despatch was submitted to the
Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty on
the 3o0th December, 1939, by Rear Admiral
H. H. Harwood, K.C.B,, O.B.E., Rear
Admiral Commanding South American
Division: —

H.M.S. AJAX,
30th December, 1939.

I have the honour to submit the following
report of the action between H.M. Ships
AJAX#* (Captain C. H. L. Woodhouse, Royal
Navy), ACHILLESt (Captain W. E. Parry,
Royal Navy) and EXETER (Captain F. S.
Bell, Royal Navy), under my orders, and the
German Armoured Ship ADMIRAL GRAF
SPEE on Wednesday, r3th December, 1939,
and the sequence of events leading to her self-
destruction on Sunday, 17th December, 193g.

_All times throughout this report are in the
time of Zone plus 2, except where otherwise
stated.

PRELIMINARY DISPOSITIONS

2. The British ship DORIC STAR had re-
ported being attacked by a pocket battleship
in position 19 degrees 15’ south, 5 degrees
5° east during the afternoon of 2nd December,
1939, and a similar report had been sent by
an unknown vessel 170 miles south-west of
that position at o500 G.M.T. on 3rd December.

From this data I estimated that at a cruising
speed of 15 knots the raider could reach the
Rio de Janeiro focal area a.m. 12th December,
the River Plate focal area p.m. 12th Decem-
ber or a.m. 13th December and the Falkland
Islands area 14th December.

* Wearing the Broad Pendant of the Commodore
Commanding the South American Division.
t Of the New Zealand Division of the Royal Navy.

3. I decided that the Plate, with its larger
number of ships and its very valuable grain
and meat trade, was the vital area to be de-
fended. I therefore arranged to concentrate
there my avaijlable forces in advance of the
time at which it was anticipated the raider
might start operations in that area.

4. In order to bring this about, I made the
following signal to the South American Division
timed 1315 of 3rd December, 1939:—

‘“In view of report pocket battleship,
amend previous dispositions. CUMBER-
LAND self-refit at Falkland Islands as
previously arranged but keep at short notice
on two shafts. ACHILLES leave Rio de
Janeiro area so as to arrive and fuel Monte-
video 0600 (Zone plus 2) 8th December,
EXETER leave Falkland  Islands,
for Plate a.m. gth December, cover-
ing S.S. LAFONIA with returning
volunteers. AJAX, ACHILLES concentrate
in position 35 degrees south, 50 degrees west
at 1600 (Zone plus 2) xoth December.
EXETER to pass through position ogo
degrees Medanos Light 150 miles at o700
12th December., If conceniration with
AJAX and ACHILLES is not effected by
that time further instructions will be issued
to EXETER. Ojler OLYNTHUS is to re-
main at sea rendezvous until sitnation clears
instead of proceeding to Falkland Islands.”

5. Strict W/T silence was kept after passing
this signal.

6. Concentration of all three ships wai
effected by o700 Tuesday, 12th December,
and I then proceeded towards position 32 de-
grees south, 47 degrees west. This position was
chosen from my Shipping Plot as being at
that time the most congested part of the di-
verted shipping routes, i.e., the point where
I estimated that a raider could do most damage
to British shipping.
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7. On concentrating I made the following
signal timed 1200/12th December to my
Force: —

‘“ My policy with three cruisers in com-
pany versus one pocket battleship. Attack
at once by day or night. By day act as
two wunits, Ist Division (AJAX and
ACHILLES) and EXETER diverged to per-
mit flank marking. First Division will con-
centrate gunfire, By night ships will normally
remain in company in open order. Be pre-
pared for the signal ZMM* which is to have
the same meaning as MM* except that for
Division read Single Ship.”

8. I amplified this later in my signal
1813/ 12th December as follows: —

* My object in the signal ZMM is to avoid
torpedoes and take the enemy by surprise
and cross his stern. Without further orders
ships are to clear the line of fire by hauling
astern of the mew leading ship. The new
leading ship is to lead the line without further
orders so as to maintain decisive gun range.”’

I exercised this manoeuvre during the even-
ing of 12th December.

THE AcTION.
Wednesday, 13th December, 1939

0530-0623.

9. At 0520/13th December, the Squadroz
was in position 34 degrees 34" south, 49 degrees
17" west. With the last of the dawn I exercised
manoeuvring signals, and then re-formed the
squadron on a course of 060 speed 14 knots in
the order AJAX, ACHILLES, EXETER. At
obx4, smoke was sighted bearing 320 and
EXETER was ordered to close and investigate
it, At 0616 EXETER reported “ I think it is a
pocket battleship ”’ and two minutes later the
enemy opened fire, one II-in. turret at
EXETER and the other at AJAX.

10. The First Division immediately altered
course together by signal to 340 degrees to close
the range. Captain F. S. Bell, Royal Navy, of
H.M.S. EXETER, hauled out of the line and
altered course to the westward in accordance
with my plan, in order to attack the enemy from
a widely different bearing and permit flank
marking. All ships increased speed.

EXETER opened fire at 0620, ARCHILLES
at 0621 and AJAX at 0623.

An enemy report was immediately initiated
and was broadcast at 0634. Amplifying reports
were made at 0640, 0646 and o722.

‘rr. From this point until the action was
broken off, no alter course signals were made.
Captain W. E. Parry, Royal Navy, of H.M.S.
ACHILLES manoeuvred his ship as necessary
to clear her line of fire, remaining close to
AJAX and conforming to her movements.
EXETER proceeded independently, her initial
course being about 280 degrees.

12. AJAX and ACHILLES opened in Single
Ship firing, but Concentration was employed as
soon as W/T touch had been established at
about 0625,

* The signification of these signals was :
ZMM-—ships are to turn to course. ..
with the rear ship.

MM—Commanders of Divisions are to turn their
Division to course . ... starting with the rear
Division. )

. starting
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13. It appeared at this stage as if the enemy
was undecided as to her gunnery policy. Her
turrets were working under different controls,
and she shifted target several times before
eventually concentrating both turrets on
EXETER.

0623-0630.

14. EXETER was straddled by GRAF
SPEE’s third salvo, one shell of which burst
short amidships, killed the starboard tube’s
crew, damaged communications and riddled the
searchlights and aircraft. Preparations were
being made at this time for catapulting the air-
craft, but as both were by then out of action,
they were manhandled over the side.

15. At 0624, after EXETER had fired eight
salvos, she received a direct hit from an 1r-in.
direct-action shell on the front of ‘“ B *’ turret.
This shell burst on impact, put the turret out of
action, and splinters swept the bridge, killing
or wounding all personnel there with the excep-
tion of the Captain and two others, and wrecked
the wheelhouse communications.

16. Captain F. S. Bell, Royal Navy, then

- decided to fight his'ship from the after conning

position, but owing to communications being
destroyed it was some time before the ship could
be brought under the control of that position,
“nd then it could only be done by means of a
chain of messengers to pass orders to the after
steering position.

Meanwhile EXETER had swung to star-
board, and was closing her ** A *’ arcs,* but she
was brought back to port by an order from the
torpedo officer, Lieutenant-Commander C. J.
Smith, Royal Navy, who succeeded in getting
word through to the lower conning position.

Two more 1I in. hits were received in the
fore part of the ship during this phase.

17. AJAX and ACHILLES were in Concen-
tration firing and seemed to be making good
shooting. They were <closing the range
rapidly and gaining bearing on the enemy.

0630-0638:

18. About this time, the GRAF SPEE
shifted the fire of one 1I in. turret on to the
First Division and AJAX was straddled three
times at about 0631. The First Division turned
slightly away to throw out the ememy’s gun-
fire.

His secondary armament was firing alter-
nately at AJAX and ACHILLES, but with no
effect, though some salvos fell close.

19. AJAX catapulted her aircraft with
Lieutenant E. D. G. Lewin, Royal Navy, as
pilot, at 0637, a very fine evolution observing
that “ X *” and ““ Y ”’ turrets were at that time
firing on a forward bearing. Owing to delay in
establishing W/T communication the first air
spotting report was not received until 0654.
This method was then employed for the rest
of the action.

20. The First Division turned back to port
at 0634 in order to close the range.

2x. EXETER fired her starboard torpedoes
in local control at 0632 as she turned back to
her westerly course, but at 0637 the GRAF
SPEE altered course some 150 degrees to port,

* The arcs on which ¢/l guns of a ship’s main arma-
ment will bear, this allowing them to fire simul-
taneously at the enemy.
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and steered to the morth-westward under cover
of smoke. AJAX and ACHILLES imme-
diately hauled round, first to north, then to the
west to close the range and regain bearing,
accepting the temporary loss of ‘“ A”’ arcs.
Botl:1 ships were by this time proceeding at full
speed.

It appears probable that the First Division’s
concentration and also EXETER'’S fire had up
to this point been most effective and it is thought
that this and the firing of EXETER'’S torpedoes
were the cause of the enemy making smoke and
altering course away.

0638-0650.

22. At about 0638 EXETER altered course
to starboard so as to fire her port torpedoes.
She then steered to the north-east to close the
First Division till about 0645 when she turned
to a westerly course to keep within range.

23. During this period, EXETER received
two more II in. hits. ‘“ A’ turret was put out
of action, and the second shell burst in the
Chief Petty Officers’ flat amidships, started a
fierce fire, and caused the 4 in. magazine to be

- flooded by burst water mains. All compass re-
peaters were now out of action, and Captain
Bell, using a boat’s compass, resolutely main-
tained EXETER in action with ““* Y turret
firing in local control and the gunnery officer,
Lieutenant-Commander R. B. Jennings, Royal
Navy, controlling the fire from the after search-
light platform.

24. At 0640 an II in. direct action shell fell
short of ACHILLES in line with the bridge and
burst on the water. Splinters killed four ratings
in the D.C.T. and stunned the gunnery officer,
Lieutenant R. E. Washbourn, Royal Navy.
- Captain Parry and the Chief Yeoman who were
on the bridge were also slightly wounded at the
time. The D.C.T. itself was undamaged and,
after a few minutes, resumed control from the
after control position which had temporazily
taken over. The survivors of the crew of the
D.C.T. took over the duties of the casualties in
a most resolute and efficient manner.

About 0646 reception on ACHILLES fire
control W/T set faded, and thereafter she
carried on in individual control. '

0650-0708.

25. During the period ACHILLES was in in-
‘dividual control, she had great difficulty in
finding the line, and at first her salvos were
falling well short. Reports of the fall of these
salvos were transmitted by the aircraft of
AJAX whose gun control officer, not knowing
that ACHILLES was no longer in concentration
firing, accepted them as referring to his own
fall of shot, and corrected accordingly.

The enemy was making smoke at the time,
and conditions for direct observations were very
bad.

This resulted in AJAX salvos falling well
over and the target was not found again until
0708,

26. AJAX and ACHILLES hauled round to
the north-westward at 0656 to open their ““ A ™
arcs. GRAF SPEE made frequent alterations
of course to throw out our gunfire, and from
0700 onwards she made great use of smoke;
she appeared to have some form of. chloro-
sulphonic apparatus aft, and used this as well
as smoke floats,. = - . . .. L.

GAZETTE, 19 JUNE, 1947 2761

27. Captain Bell, of H.M.S. EXETER,
hauled round to the westward at 0650, and was
still engaging the enemy, adjusting his course
so as to keep ‘Y '’ turret bearing.

EXETER now had a list of 7 degrees to star-
board, and had several compartments flooded
forward as a result of an 11 in. hit under the
forecastle. She was still being engaged by
GRATF SPEE, but the latter’s fire appeared at
this time to be falling a considerable distance
over EXETER.

0708-0728.

28. GRAF SPEE’S range from the First Divi-
sion was still 16,000 yards at o710. I then
decided to accept the loss of *“ A’ arcs in
order to close the range as rapidly as possible.
Course was altered to the westward, and AJAX
and ACHILLES were ordered to proceed at
their utmost speed.

29. At o716, GRAF SPEE made a drastic
alteration of course to port under cover of
smoke, but four minutes later she turned to
the north-west and opened her ‘* A’ arcs on
the First Division. AJAX was immediately
straddled three times by 11 in. at a range of
11,000 yards, but the enemy’s secondary arma-
ment was firing raggedly, and appeared to be
going consistently over, between AJAX and
ACHILLES.

30. At o720, the First Division turned to
starboard to bring all guns to bear. ‘QOur shoot-
ing appeared to be very effective, and a fire

« was observed amidships in GRAF SPEE.

3r. At 0725, AJAX received an 1x in. delay
action hit on the after superstructure. The
shell passed through various cabins, then "* X ”’
turret trunk, wrecking the turret machinery
below the gunhouse and finally bursting in the
Commodore’s sleeping cabin, doing consider-
able damage. A portion of the base of the
shell struck ““ Y ’* barbette close to the train-
ing rack and jammed the furret. It was this
shell that killed four and wounded six of “* X "’
turret’s crew. This one hit therefore put both
“X” and “Y " turrets of AJAX out of
action.

32. It now appeared to me that GRAF SPEE
intended to neglect EXETER and was deter-
mined to close the First Division on a north-
westerly course. Thinking she would hold this
course, it was decided to fire one broadside of
torpedoes from AJAX,

At 0724 AJAX turned to starboard and fired
four torpedoes at a range of 9,000 yards.
GRAF SPEE probably saw these being fired,
as she at once turned some 130 degrees to port,
though she came back to the north-west three
minutes later.

0728-0740. | : .

33. EXETER had been dropping gradually
astern, as she had to reduce speed owing to
damage forward. She still continued firing
““Y " turret in local control until about 0730,
when power to the turret failed due to flooding.
She could then no longer keep up with the
action, 'and abolt o740 steered to the south-
east at slow -speed, starting 10 repair damage
and make herself seaworthy. ~. :

34. AJAX and ACHILLES hauléd back to
about 260 degrees ‘at 0728 to .close the range
still: fusther. - - At 0733, ~the™ dircraft reported
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** Torpedoes approaching, they will pass ahead
of you.”’ I decided, however, not to take any
chances, and altered course to 180 ‘degrees,
engaging the enemy on the starboard side, with
the range closing rapidly. So as to blank
ACHILLES’ fire for as short a time as possible,
I directed her by signal to pass under the stern
of AJAX.

35. At 0732 GRAF SPEE furned away to
the west, making much smoke and zigzagging
to throw out the First Division’s gunfire, which,
particularly from ACHILLES, appeared to be
very accurate at this stage. AJAX was also
making very good use of her three available
guns, GRAF SPEE altered to the south-west
at 0736, and again brought all guns to bear
on the First Division.

36. By 0738 the range was down to 8,000
yards. At this time I received a report that
AJAX had only 20 per cent. of ammunition
left and had only three guns in action, as one
of the hoists had failed in ‘““* B '’ turret and
“X"” and “Y " turrets were both out of
action.

GRAF SPEE’S shooting was still very
accurate and she did not appear to have
suffered much damage.

I therefore decided to break off the day
action and try and close in again after dark.
Accordingly at o740 AJAX and ACHILLES
turned away {o the east under cover of smoke.

37. One of GRAF SPEE’S last salvos
odrought down AJAX’S main top mast and
destroyed all her aerials. Jury aerials were,
however, soon rigged.

38. It subsequently transpired that the re-
port of shortage of ammunition in AJAX re-
ferred only to ‘“ A’’ turret, which had been
firing continuously for 81 minutes, butthis was
not realised at the time.

39. GRAF SPEE made no attempt to
follow, but steadied on. a course of about 270
degrees, proceeding at about 22 knots on a
course direct for the River Plate.

40. After opening the range under smoke for
six minutes, I again turned the First Division
to the westward and ordered ACHILLES to
shadow in Sector “ A ’’, on the enemy’s star-
board quarter, and AJAX in Sector ‘““ B ",
on his port quarter. The range at this time
being about 15 miles,

41. The general trend of GRAF SPEE’S
retreat at this stage was about 255 degrees. His
very conspicuous control tower made it an easy
matter to shadow him at long range in the
excellent visibility prevailing.

At 0807, as AJAX'S aerials were still down,
I ordered ACHILLES to broadcast GRAF
SPEE’S pcsition, course and speed to all
British merchant ships. A similar message was
broadcast every hour from AJAX until the
end of the chase. I also passed this informa-
tion to Admiralty at ror7 and 1700.

42. At ogiz, AJAX recovered her aircraft,
the operation being excellently performed
under difficult conditions by Captain C. H. L.
Woodhouse, and the pilot of the aircraft, Lieu-
tenant E. D. G. Lewin, Royal Navy, and
shadowing was resumed.

43. At 0946 I ordered CUMBERLAND, then
at the Falkland Islands, to close the Plate at

full speed. She left at 1200, on the initiative
of her Commanding Officer, Captain W. H. G.
Fallowfield, Royal Navy, who had by then
only received very jumbled messages. On
receipt of my signal she at once increased to
full speed.

At 1005 ACHILLES over-estimating the
enemy’s speed had closed to 23,000 yards.
GRAF SPEE thereupon altered course and
fired two three gun salvos at ACHILLES; the
first was very short, but the second fell close
alongside. She appeared to wait for the first
salvo to fall before firing the second.

ACHILLES turned away at full speed under
smoke and resumed shadowing at longer range.

44. At 1104 a merchant ship was sighted
close to GRAF SPEE. She was stopped and
was blowing off steam. A few minutes later
the following W/T signal was received on 500
k/cs: AJAX (pre-war call sign) from GRAF
SPEE—' please pick up lifeboats of English
steamer.”’

On coming up with the merchant ship she
turned out to be the DBritish S.S.
SHAKESPEARE. All her boats were hoisted, -
and in response to any signals she reporied that
she was quite all right and did not require any
assistance. By this time she was moving out
to the southern flank.

At 1105 I received a signal from EXETER
who reported that all her turrets were out of
action and that she was flooded forward up to
No. 14 bulkhead but could stjll do 18 knots.

» I rdered her to jproceed to the Falkland

Islands at whatever speed was possible wilhout
straining her bulkheads, She later reported
that one gun of ‘Y’ turret could be fired
in local control. ‘

At 1347 1 informed 1ihe 3British Naval
Attache, Buenos Aires, that GRAF SPEE
was heading direct for the Plate.

45. At 1543 ACHILLES signalled ‘‘ Enemy
in sight 297 ”’, and later reported ‘* Suspected
8 inch cruiser.”” However, at 1559, she nega-
tived the report, and the ship sighted was
subsequently identified as S.S. DELANE,
whose streamlined funnel gave her a similar
appearance to a ‘‘ Blucher ”’ at very long
range,

46. Shadowing continued without incident
until 1915, when GRAF SPEE altered course
and fired two salvos at AJAX who immediately
turned away under smoke. The first salvo fell
short and in line, the second in AJAX'S wake
as she turned. The range at this time was about
26,000 yards.

47. It now appeared that GRAF SPEE in-
tended to enter the Plate, and at 1902 I ordered
ACHILLES to follow her if she went west of
Lobos, while AJAX would proceed south of the
English Bank in case she doubled back that
way. I also directed ACHILLES to take
every advantage of territorial waters while
shadowing. = My instructions were perfectly
carried out by Captain W. E. Parry who took
ACHILLES inside Lobos Island and close to
the Uruguayan coast.

48. Just after sunset GRAF SPEE fired three
salvos at ACHILLES, the third being very
close. ACHILLES replied with five salvos and
appeared to straddle. ACHILLES at this time
was just clear of Punta Negra.






