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THE BATTLE OF SIRTE OF 228np MARCH,

1042.

The following Despatch was submitied to the
Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty on the
2nd June, 1942, by Admiral Sir Henry H.
Harwood, K.C.B., O.B.E., Commander-in-
Chief, Mediterranean Station. '

Mediterranean,
2nd June, 1042.

Be pleased to lay before Their Lordships the
attached reports of proceedings during Opera-
tion M.G. One between 1gth March and 28th
. March, 1942.* This operation was carried out
with the object of passing a convoy (M.W.10)
of four ships to Malta, where it was most
urgently required. In the course of the opera-
tion a greatly superior Italian surface force
which attempted to intercept the convoy was
driven off.

Plan.

2. ' When running the previous Malta convoy
(M.W.g) in February, 1942, an attempt was
made to escape detection during the first and
second days out from Alexandria by splitting
the convoy and simulating two normal Tobruk
convoys. In the event this proved a failure.
Further, an attempt to keep clear of JU.84s
from Cyrenaica during the passage of the
central basin by keeping well to the northward
had little effect owing to the weight of attack
from aerodromes in Greece and Crete.

3. It was therefore decided to keep convoy
M.W.10 together throughout, and to use ali

* Admiralty fooitnote: Admiral Sir Andrew B.
Cunningham, B., D.5.0., was Commander-in-
Chief of the Mediterranean Station at the time when
this operation was carried out.

available forces to fight the convoy through,
and to reinforce this escort at dawn D.3 by
Force K* from Malta. The route was chosen
with a view to:—

(@) arriving at Malta at dawn,

(b) being as far to the westward by dark-
ness on D.2 as was possible consistent with
remaining within range of long-range fighter
protection during daylight,

(¢) taking advantage of a suspected weak-
ness in the enemy’s air reconnaissance of the
area between Crete and Cyrenaica, and at the
same time avoiding suspected U-boat areas,

(d) keeping well south during the passage
of the central basin to increase the distance
to be covered by surface forces attempting to
intercept.

4. To reduce the scale of air attack on the
convoy, the Eighth Army were to carry out a
feint advance (Operation ‘‘ Fullsize ’’) on D.2.
It was hoped that this would focus the atten-
tion of the enemy air forces on the land, and
so draw off some of the attack from the convoy.
In the event this feint achieved its object very
successfully.

5. Simultaneously the Royal Air Force were
to undertake as heavy attacks as possible on
enemy aerodromes in Cyrenaica and Crete.
Anti-ship striking forces were to be held in
readiness on D.3, when interception by surface
forces was a possibility.

6. Covering submarine patrols were estab-
lished by two submarines in the southern
approaches to Messina and four in the Gulf of
Taranto.

* Admiralty footnote: Force K—H.M. Ships
PENELOPE (Cruiser) and LEGION (Destroyer).
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The Operation.

7. As no adequate escort was available in
Malta, it was necessary for part of the escort
force from Alexandria to remain with the
convoy until arrival at Malta. H.M.S.
CARLISLE and five Hunts were selected for
this duty.

8. The Fifth Destroyer Flotilla* left Alex-
andria at 1130 19th March to carry out A/S
sweeps between Alexandria and Tobruk. In
the course of these operations H.M.S.
HEYTHROP (Lieutenant-Commander R. S.
%tafford, R.N.) was torpedoed and sunk by a

-boat. .

9. The ‘Flotilla arrived at Tobruk at 1830
20th March, fuelled, and sailed during the night
to rendezvous with M.W.ro at dawn 21st
March. H.M.S. BEAUFORT was delayed
through fouling her starboard screw with a
berthing wire, but rejoined the Flotilla by dawn
22nd March. ‘

10. At o700 2oth March, convoy M.W.10
consisting of H.M.S. BRECONSHIRE, and
S.S.s CLAN CAMPBELL, PAMPAS and
TALABOT (Norwegian) left Alexandria,
escorted by H.M.S. CARLISLE and six
destroyers. The Fifteenth Cruiser Squadront
and four destroyers followed at 1800 the same
day. All these forces were in company by
0600 22nd March, HM. Ships PENELOPE
and LEGION from Malta two hours later.

11. It was hoped that the enemy had so far
failed to locate the convoy, but at or3r 22nd
March, H.M.S. P.36} reported a force, includ-
ing heavy ships, leaving Taranto. It was
evident that the convoy had been reported,
probably by U-boat on the afternoon of 21st
March. A flight of five JU.52s had been sighted
at 1705 the same day, and it seems certain that
these also reported the force.

12. Air attacks began at 0930 22nd, and
continued all day at intervals. At 1410 H.M.S.
EURYALUS reported smoke to the northward,
which by 1434 had resolved itself into enemy
surface forces.

Attempted Interception by Ememy Swurface
Forces.

13. The ensuing action is graphically de-
scribed in the report of the Rear-Admiral Com-
manding, Fifteenth Cruiser Squadron and indi-
vidual ships. The battle plan which the
Rear-Admiral Commanding, Fifteenth Cruiser
Squadron, had evolved and practised for this
eventuality was, in brief, to lay smoke between
the enemy and the convoy, and to attack with
torpedoes under cover of the smoke should the
enemy attempt to break through in pursuit of
the convoy.

14. The strong south-easterly wind was
favourable to the execution of this plan, which
was brilliantly executed, and the enemy was
driven off. The weather had also caused the
enemy to dispense with his destroyer screen in

* Admiralty footnote: Fifth Destroyer Flotilla—
SOUTHWOLD (Commander C. T. Jellicoe, D.S.C.),
BEAUFORT, DULVERTON, HURWORTH, AVON
VALE, ERIDGE and HEYTHROP.

t Admiralty footnote: Fifteenth Cruiser Squadron
—CLEOPATRA (flying the flag of Rear-Admiral
P, L, Vian, D.S.0.), DIDO, EURYALUS and
CARLISLE.

t Admiralty footnote: H.M.S. P.36—a submarine.

SUPPLEMENT T0 THE LONDON GAZETTE, 18 SEPTEMBER, 1047

order to maintain the speed necessary to inter-
cept the convoy before dark. As had been
anticipated, the enemy was unwilling to risk
coming through the smoke, and further played
into the hands of the Rear-Admiral Com-
manding, Fifteenth Cruiser Squadron, by
attempting to work round to leeward of the
smoke area.

15. Nevertheless a critical period ensued at
about 1640, when the enemy which by now
included a Littorio battleship, again made con-
tact to the northward of the convoy. The Rear
Admiral Commanding, Fifteenth Cruiser
Squadron was at the time in search of two
enemy ships unaccounted for and thought to
be working round to windward of the smoke.
It thus fell to H.M.S. SIKH (Captain St. J. A.
Micklethwait, D.S.0., R.N.) with H.M. Ships
HAVOCK, LIVELY and HERO, to hold off
the enemy for half an hour until the return
of the Rear Admiral Commanding, Fifteenth
Cruiser Squadron.  During this remarkable
and determinedly fought action, H.M.S.
HAVOCK was hit and stopped, but was later
able to proceed to Malta.

16. The situation, relieved, but not saved,
was finally turned to our advantage by a most
determined torpedo attack carried out by .the
Fourteenth Destroyer Flotilla* supported by
H.M.S. CLEOPATRA and H.M.S.
EURYALUS. In the face of this attack, the
enemy turned away. It is almost certain that
the battleship sustained one torpedo hit, and
hits from the cruisers’ gunfire. H.M.S.
LIVELY pustained damage from a 15-inch
salvo which straddled and hit her, but she
was able to return to Alexandria.

17. This ended the enemy’s attempts to in-
tercept, and he was last seen on a northerly
course at I90O. It is noteworthy that no
attempt was, apparently, made to intercept
the convoy after dark. The actual damage to
the enemy cannot be accurately assessed but
in addition to the damage to the battleship
it is known that one cruiser was seriously
damaged.

18. Meanwhile the convoy, making the best
of its way westward, had been subjected to
heavy and continuous air attack, from which
it emerged unscathed. The credit for this
must go to the fine gunnery’ of H.M.S.
CARLISLE and the Hunt class destroyers,}
and to the admirable handling of the merchant
ships in the convoy. Without in any way
wishing to detract from the fine work of the
masters, there is little doubt that the presence
of naval liaison officers in the merchant ships
contributed largely to the defeat of these attacks.

Return of Force B to Alexandria

19. Owing to heavy weather during the night
22nd-23rd March, Force B was faced with a
long passage through ‘* Bomb Alley "’} in day-
light. Shadowing started early, but no
attacks developed until the afternoon, when
H.M.S. LIVELY, who had dropped astern,
was the target. Beaufighters of 20x (Naval
Co-operation) Group provided cover from o8oo

* Admirally footnote: Captain (D), Fourteenth
Destg)yer Flotilla—Captain A. L. Poland, D.S.0.,
D.S.C.

1 Admiralty footnote: Destroyers of the Fifth
Destroyer Flotilla.

1 Admiralty footnote: ‘* Bomb Alley *’—the waters
between Cyrenaica and Crete.
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onwards. They had, on the previous day, also
provided cover until 0goo; a notable achieve-
ment at a distance of over 300 miles from
their base.

20. Force B arrived at‘ Alexandria at 1230
24th March without further incident of note,
and received a deservedly great welcome.

- Arrival of the Convoy at Malta
21. At 1900 on 22nd March the convoy was
dispersed by order of H.M.S. BRECONSHIRE,
and made for Malta in an attempt to reach
harbour by daylight. H.M. Ships PENELOPE,
OCARLISLE, HAVOCK, LEGION, KINGSTON
and the whole of the Fifth Destroyer Flotilla
were either escorting or covering.

22. All ships were subjected to heavy air
attack shortly after daylight on 23rd March,
though under fighter protection from Malta
Spitfires and Hurricanes. Several German air-
craft were destroyed or damaged by the fighters
who also forced other enemy aircraft to jettison
their bombs. S.S. TALABOT and S.S.
PAMPAS had made good time, and passed the
breakwater at ogr5 and 0930 respectively.
H.M.S. BRECONSHIRE, having completed all
but the last eight miles of Ithis hazardous
Journey, was, at 0gzo, hit and stopped. H.M.
Ships CARLISLE and PENELOPE both made
unavailing attempts to take her in tow, and
she eventually anchored off Zonkor Beacon.

23. S.5. CLAN CAMPBELL, who had, all
through, been the slowest ship, found herself
some 50 miles south of Malta at daylight,
escorted by H.M.S. ERIDGE. Attacks soon
developed, and, ,at 1030, S.S. CLAN
OAMPBELL was hit. Her engine room flooded
and she sank shortly afterwards. H.MS.
ERIDGE picked up 112 of S.S. CLAN
CAMPBELL’s people; a difficult operation
which, in the heavy weather prevailing, took
23 hours. H.M.S. LEGION had been ordered
to join H.M.S. ERIDGE fand 5.S. JCLAN
CAMPBELL, but herseff sustained damage
from a near miss and had to be beached in
Marsa Xlokk.

24. HM.S. BRECONSHIRE was eventually
got into Marsa Xlokk during the night
24th/25th after a fine piece of towing under
most difficult circumstances by H.M. Tug
ANCIENT, under the direction of Captain
A. D. Nicholl (H.M.S. PENELOPE) and Mr.
Murphy, Senior Pilot. Unfortunately during
the operations to screen H.M.S. BRECON-
SHIRE while she was at anchor, H.M.S.
SOUTHWOLD was mined. She sank after the
most determined efforts to save her had been
defeated by the weather. Finally, H.M.S.
BRECONSHIRE was again bombed, and sank
on her side.

25. Thus two out of the original four ships
in the convoy actually arrived in the Grand
Harbour.

Dispersal of H.M. Ships from Malta.

26. An extremely heavy scale of air attack
was developed on ships in harbour, and it
~ became imperative to get as many ships as
" possible away before they sustained further

damage.  Accordingly ships were sailed as
follows : — . .

_25th March—CARLISLE, HURWORTH,

DULVERTON, ERIDGE and BEAUFORT

for Alexandria. -
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29th March—AURORA and AVON VALE
for Gibraltar.

sth April—HAVOCK for Gibraltar.

8th April—PENELOPE for Gibraltar.

27. The sailing of these ships from Malta
represents a series of the most determined
efforts on the part of both the ships themselves
and the dockyard authorities in the face of
continuous and heavy attack. H.M.S.
PENELOPE actually expended her outfit of
A.A. ammunition and had to re-ammunition
before she could sail. With the exception of
H.M.S. HAVOCK, all ships reached their
destinations without further damage. H.M.S.
HAVOCK grounded at high speed near
Kelibia.* She was destroyed by her own
ship’s company, who were internad by the
French authorities.

Unloading of Convoy.

28. In the face of the heavy and relentless
afir attack which was maintained after the
arrival of the convoy, unloading and berthing
arrangements proved unsatisfactory. Both the
ships which reached Grand Harbour were
damaged and eventually sunk. As a result
only 5,000 tons of the 25,900 tons of cargo
which had been carried to Malta at such risk
and price was safely unloaded.

29. It is evident that before another Malta
convoy is run, air superiority in the island
must be assured. In addition, ships will be
berthed in shallow water or beached, and steps
are being taken to ensure that there shall be no
delay in starting to unload, and that the highest
possible rate of unloading is maintained.

Personnel.

30. The behaviour of all personne] through-
out the many phases of this hazardous and
testing operation was worthy of the highest
traditions of the service. In addition to the
many oufstanding acts already referred to,
particular mention must be made of the gallant
and devoted endeavours made by the officers
and men of the damaged destroyers to save
their ships. It is noteworthy that all these
efforts were successful except for H.M.S.
SOUTHWOLD, and in this case the weather
completed the enemy’s unfinished handiwork.

31. The loss of H.M.S. BRECONSHIRE,

. after a long and arduous career running stores

to Malta, was particularly galling, occurring as
it did, so near the end of the journey. The
gallant fight put up by H.M.S. BRECON-
SHIRE before finally being sunk is typical of
the stalwart determination of her Commanding
Officer, Captain C. A. G. Hutchison, Royal
Navy.

32. The good handling of the merchant ships
and the excellent work done by the naval
liaison officers has already been remarked on.
There can be no doubt that the defeat of the
heavy air attacks on the convoy on 22nd March
was due in no small measure to the excellent
seamanship and discipline displayed by the
merchan; ships.

33. During the action on 22nd March, the
determination and team-work of all ships more
than fulfilled the high standard that had been
expected. This, combined with the resolute

* Admiralty footnote: Kelibia—on N.E. coast of
Tunis, south of Cape Bon.
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leadership and masterly handling of the force
by Rear Admiral Philip L. Vian, X.B.E.,
D.S.0., produced a heartening and thoroughly
deserved victory from a situation in which,
had the roles been reversed, it is unthinkable
that the convoy or much of its escort could
have survived.

(Signed) H. H. Harwoop,

Admiral,
Commander-in-Chief.

ENCLOSURE

Office of Rear Admiral Commanding,
Fifteenth Cruiser Squadron.
31st March, 1942.

OPERATION M.G. ONE—REPORT.
(20th March to 24th March, 1942.)

Herewith is forwarded the report on Opera-
tion M.G. One, which includes an account of
an action against Units of the Italian Fleet
in the Gulf of Sirte on 22nd March, 1942.

(Signed) PHILIP VIAN,

Rear Admiral Commanding,
Fifteenth Cruiser Squadron.

Part I—NARRATIVE (GENERAL).

1. The Convoy and Escort arrived in posi-
tion “N " (Lat. 034 degs. o mins. North,
Long. 020 degs. oo mins. East) at o6oo, the
appointed time, on 22nd March, 1g942.

Westward Passage—Tactical Problems.

2. The problems presented on passage to this
point had been:—

(@) To steer such courses, after being
reported, which, mwhile keeping the force
within fighter range, avoided crossing the
track of the last reported line of advance.
The track used is shown on the strategical
plot: it is known that one U-boat made
contact,

(b) To afford protection to the A/S Screen
from U-boat attack when, through the slow
speed of S.S. CLAN CAMPBELL, it became
necessary to discontinue the convoy zig-zag.
Protection was afforded by a modified form

of E.Y. (Conduct of the Fleet); the screen zig-

zagged as a whole across the front of the units
screened.

3. At o800 on 22nd March, 1942,
PENELOPE and LEGION having joined,
course was set 250 degs. 13 knots.

The southerly course was chosen in view of
P.36’s 0131B of 22nd March, received at 0518,
reporting that the enemy had left Taranto; it
was my wish to delay contact until evening,
if practicable.

Strategical Background. -

4. In the action to follow, the strategical
considerations governing the courses of action
open to me were: —

(i) The convoy, if it were to reach Malta
at all, must arrive within a very few hours of
daylight.

(ii) Force B could not be oiled at Malta.

(iii) Air reconnaissance from Malta could
not be expected on Day 3.

Tactical Plan.
5. The tactical plan evolved on 4 (i) above

is contained in the Operation Orders, and was .

based on the conmsideration that the convoy
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must steer west, not south, for the greater part
of the engagement,

6. From 4 (ii) above it was clear that the
enemy must be dyiven off by dark since, if
involved in night operations to the westward,
the oil situation for the return passage to
Alexandria would be most difficult.

7. The probable absence of air reconnais-
sance rendered it imperative that Cruisers and
Fleet Destroyers should be able to move out
from a Cruising Disposition designed to meet
air attack into a disposition suitable for sur-
face action with the least possible delay.

8. The tactical plan was exercised off
Alexandria by the cruisers and some of the
fleet destroyers about a month before the action.

Air—22nd March.

9. No air reconnaissance from Malta proved
practicable. The enemy commenced shadowing
at 0930; air attack began a few minutes later
and was continued, with increasing intensity,
until dusk.

It is estimated that for shidowing, high-level
bombing, torpedo-bombing, and spotting, the
enemy employed 150 aircraft during the day.

First Contact.

10. H.M.S. EURYALUS, ,as in 1805, first
sighted the enemy. Contact was made with
4 ships, range 12 miles, first thought to be
3 battleships, at 1427—much earlier than was
expected. Cruisers and Fleet Destroyers con-
centrated on their leaders in 5 divisions on a
northerly course, and when at a suitable dis-
tance from the convoy turned east and laid
smoke in accordance with the plan. The gun
action commenced at 1436. By 1444 it was
cléar that the composition of the enemy was in
fact one eight-inch and three six-inch cruisers:
our force was ordered to steer towards the
enemy, who broke off the engagement at 1515
and were lost to sight to the northward.

Second Contact.

1x1. At 1637, four enemy ships made contact:
at 1640, three more. The composition of this
force was the battleship LITTORIO, two eight-
inch, three six-inch cruisers and one vessel never
identified.

The same tactics were pursued as before,
our cruisers and destroyers steering easterly
and westerly courses to lay smoke, the enemy
working round to the sonthwest to cut off the
convoy from Malita. :

In view of the weight of the air attack on
the convoy, I was forced to order the smoke-
laying division—CARLISLE and two Hunts—
to rejoin the convoy and join in its air defence.

This meant that Cruisers and Fleet Destroyers
had to lay smoke, not only to cover themselves,
but also to cover the convoy.

Smoke laid for the latter purpose seriously
hampered gunfire: while CLEOPATRA, nor-
mally at the head of the formation, fired 1,000
rounds in low angle.* PENELOPE, generally
in the centre, fired 64, and ZULU, leading a
division in the rear, none.

12. CLEOPATRA was hit on the after part

‘of the bridge at 1644, but in turn a palpable

hit on the bridge of a Bolzano was obtained,
probably by DIDO.

* Admirelty footnote; Low angle—i.e, at ship
targets.







