\
v

fAlumb, 38377

4466

SUPPLEMENT

The LLondon Gazette

50

i

Of TUESDAY, the 1oth of AUGUST, 1948

Published by Authority

Registered as a newspaper

WEDNESDAY, 11 AUGUST, 1943

MEDITERRANEAN CONVOY OPERATIONS.

OPERATION “ EXCESS ™

The following Despaich was submitted to the
Lords Commussioners of the Adwmiralty on
the 19th March, 1941 by Admival Sir Andrew
B. Cunningham, G.C.B., D.S.0., Comman-
der-in-Chief, Mediterranean Station.

Mediterranean,

19th March, 1941.

OperaTIONS M.C.4 AND M.C.6

Be pleased to lay before Their Lordships the
enclosed reports on Operation M.C 4 (which in-
cluded Operation ‘‘ Excess ’’) and Operation
M.C.6,* carried out between 6th and 18th
January, 1941.

2. These operations marked the advent of
the German Air Force in strength in the Medi-
terranean, and included the damaging of
H.M.S. ILLUSTRIOUS on 1oth January and
the loss of H.M.S. SOUTHAMPTON on 11th
Jjanuary.

3. The incident reported in paragraph 4 of
Enclosure No. 61 illustrates the difficulty of
passage through the Narrows during periods
of bright moon when, in order to avoid the
known minefields, it 15 necessary to pass within
gun and visibility range of Pantellaria.

Adsmaralty footviotes *

* Operations M C 4 and M C 6—see paragraph 1 of
Commander-in-Chief’s narrative

t This enclosure 1s not included  The incident
referred to was the apparent detection of GLOUCES-
TER and SOUTHAMPTON by the defences of

zPantellarla on the night of 8th/gth January
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4. With regard to the dawn action reported
in Enclosures Nos. 6 and g,* 1t is thought that
this must have been a chance encounter, as
so small an Italian force would hardly have
been sent unsupported to attack a heavily
cefended convoy. The heavy expenditure of
ammunition by BONAVENTURE, largely in-
curred in an effort to sink a crippled ship,
serves to emphasise the importance of using
the torpedo at close range on such occasions.

5. I fully concur with the remarks of the
Vice-Admiral, Light Forcest concerning the
towing of GALLANT by MOHAWK (Enclo-
sure No. 11}), and consider that this was a
most ably conducted operation.

It cannot be satisfactorily determined
whether GALLANT was mined or torpedoed,
but the absence of tracks and failure by the
enemy to claim her sinking lend probability
to the supposition that it was & mine.

6. The dive bombing attacks by German air-
craft were most efficiently performed and came
as an unpleasant surprise. The results of short
range A.A. fire were disappointing, though it
has been subsequently learned that this fire
was in fact more effective than it appeared, and
the Germans suffered considerable loss.

Adsmralty footnotes *

* These enclosures are not included The action
referred to was a brief encounter at dawn on roth
January by ships escorting Convoy ‘‘ Excess’ with
two unidentified enemy vessels which delivered a
torpedo attack on them

t Vice-Admiral, Light Forces—Vice-Admural H D
Pridham-Wippell, CB, CV O

1 Thus enclosure 1s notincluded The Vice-Admural,
Light Forces remarked that he considered that the
Commanding Officer of MOHAWK * showed deter-
mination and good judgment 1n continmng the tow *’
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Nevertheless, it is a potent new factor in
Mediterranean war and will undoubtedly deny
us that free access to the waters immediately
surrounding Malta and Sicily which we have
previously enjoyed, until our own air forces
have been built.up to a scale adequate to meet
it.

7. The dive bombing attacks on the 3rd
Cruiser Squadron on the afterncon of 11th
January—resulting in the loss of SOUTHAMP-
TON—were a complete surprise, delivered at
a time when the ships concerned believed them-
selves to have drawn clear of the threat of

air attack, and when officers and men were -

doubtless. relaxmg their vigilance to some ex-
tent after a®very strenuous four days.

This damaging attack served to emphasise
the importance of including an R.D.F. ship*
in detached units whenever possible.

8. The remarks of the Commanding Oﬁ'lcer
H.M.S. JAGUAR are of considerable interest,
in particular his practice of firing 4.7-1nch bar-
rage over the stern of a ship attacked by
dive bombers. The 1dea is now under develop-
ment in the Mediterranean Fleet with a view
to the destroyer screen putting an ‘' umbrella
barrage *’ over the fleet.

g9 Force X1t had originally put to sea to
take part in the offensive operations intended
in Operation M.C.6, which had to be aban-
doned It was most unfortunate that per-
sistent bad weather prevented the Rear-
Admiral, 1st Battle Squadroni from deliver-
ing any of the attacks which he intended, and
which would have been a most useful counter
to the undoubted set back which the fleet
as a whole had received.

10. It 1s satisfactory to record that Convoy
“ Excess *’ whose safe passage had been the
main object-'of the operation, reached its
destination safely.

(Signed) A. B. CUNNINGHAM,

Adwmiral,
Commander-in-Chief.

OperatIONS M.C.4 AND M.C.6.
NARRATIVE OF THE COMMANDER-IN-CHIEF,
MED'ITERRANEAN.

Operation M.C.4 was dewised, in co-operation
with the Flag Officer Commanding, Force H, §
to cover the passage of the much delayed
Convoy ‘‘ Excess.”” It was intended to con-
tinue at sea in the Central Mediterranean after
the passage of the convoy and to conduct a
further operation (M.C.6), which was to have
consisted of offensive operations against
shipping on the Italian coasts.

2. Operation M.C.6 was brought into force
by the Commander-in-Chief’s message 1039/9th
January, bu the offensive operations in the
Central Mediterranean had to be cancelled after
the damage to ILLUSTRIOUS described in

.

Adwmuralty footnotes .

* R D.F. ship—ship fitted with radar equpment

t Force X at Alexandna—BARHAM and EAGLE,
screened by 5 destroyers

} Rear-Admural, 1st Battle Squadron—Rear-Admiral
H B Rawlings, CB,OBE

Flag Officer Commanding, Force H—

Admural Sir James F Some§v1lle, KCB,DSO.

Vice-
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paragraphs 29 and 30, and although the Rear-
Admiral, 1st Battle Squadron remained at sea -
with Force X intending to deliver F.A.A.¥ .
attacks against the Dodecanese and the -
Cyrenaican coast traffic, the weather prevented
these operations.

Tuesday, 7th January, 1941.

3. Force H, consisting of RENOWN,
MALAYA, ARK ROYAL, SHEFFIELD,
BONAVENTURE and destroyers left Gib-
raltar, Convoy ‘° Excess,”’ consisting of ESSEX
for Malta, and CLAN CUMMING, CLAN
MACDONALD and EMPIRE SONG for
Piraeus, having sailed the previous evening,

4. Force A, consisting of WARSPITE,
VALIANT, ILLUSTRIOUS, JERVIS,
NUBIAN, MOHAWK, DAINTY, GREY-
HOUND, GALLANT and GRIFFIN, sailed at
0500.

5. The Commander-in-Chief’s position at
0800 was 31° 33" N.,. 29° 16" E., on a mean
line of advance of 345° at 17 knots. There
were no incidents until 1640 when an enemy
aircraft was located by R.D.F.} bearing 037°,
32 miles. The aircraft itself was sighted, and
ILLUSTRIOUS’s fighters which were standing
by on deck were flown off but were too late,
and Force A was reported. The aircraft then
sighted BRAMBLELEAF and the corvettes.
In view of this sighting the Commander-in-Chief
sent an aircraft to PEONY to order her to make
a drastic alteration of course so as to throw
off torpedo bombers. Two groups of aircraft
approached the fleet during the afternoon but
retired on sighting the Fulmars. The second
group sighted and reported the fleet at 1720.

6. The Commander-in-Chief's position at
1800 was 33° 33" N., 27° 25" E., steering 290°
at 19 knots.

Shortly after dark, at 1828, enemy aircraft
were reported bearing 130° by R.D.F. This
aircraft, however, crossed astern and never got
nearer than 15 miles to the fleet. There were
no further incidents and the Commander-in-
Chief’s position at midnight was 34° 13" N.,
25° 26" E.

7. Force B, consisting of GLOUCESTER,

SOUTHAMPTON, ILEX and JANUS, left the
Aegean for Malta.

8. Force C. BRAMBLELEAF and corvettes
passed the Kaso Strait without incident.
Several floating mines were sighted south of the
Kaso Strait, two being sunk by PEONY.

9. Convoy M.W.52, consisting of BRECON-
SHIRE, CLAN MACAULAY escorted by
CALCUTTA, DIAMOND and DEFENDER,
sailed from Alexandria for Malta at 1400.

10. Force D. ORION and YORK Ileft
Alexandria at 0300 to cover the passage of
BRAMBLELEAF through the Kaso Strait
AJAX and PERTH left Piraeus to rendezvous
with Vice-Admiral, Light Forces at Suda Bay
at o8oo/8th.

11. Five floating mines were sighted during
the day. There were no further incidents and
course was set to pass south of the Medina Bank

N

Adwmarally footnotes
* F A A—Fleet Air Arm
t R D F —radar
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at 2200 in position 34° 30” N., 14° 50" E., and
" the mean line of advance was altered to 320°.

Wednesday, 8th Januwary, 1941.

12. The Commander-in-Chief’s position at
0800 was 35° 30’ N., 23° 12" E., and the Anti-
Kithera Channel was entered at ogoo. Force D
and the corvettes were met leaving Suda Bay,
'which was entered at 1230. After fuelling
destroyers Force A sailed again at 1400, passing
through the Anti-Kithera Channel at 1800. The
Commander-inAChlef’s position at midmght was
35° 54° N., 21° 44" E, on a mean line of
advance of.280°.

13. Force B arrived at Malta a.m., fuelled,
and sailed agamn p.m. to rendezvous with
Force H, JANUS remaining at Malta to dock.
SYDNEY and STUART sailed from Malta p.m.
to join Force A, routed south of the Medina
Bank through position 34° 56" N., 17° 20" E.

14. Force C. BRAMBLELEAF arrived Suda
a.m., the corvettes fuelling and proceeding to
Malta independently.

15. Force D. AJAX and PERTH joined
Vice-Admiral, Light Forces at Suda Bay at
0800, and the force then sailed to cover the
passage of the corvettes.

0y

16. Air reconnaissance.

Taranto—x Cavour, 4 cruisers and 2
destroyers. (The dry dock was not
, visible.)

Naples—1 Littorio and 2 Cavours (in-
dicating that the enemy again have 3
battleships in commission).

Messina—3 cruisers and 3 destroyers.
Cagliari—2 destroyers.
Trapani—4 destroyers.

17. At 1537 a flying-boat of 201 Group
located a convoy of 4 merchant ships and 1
hospital shlp in position 33° 06" N., 22° o4’ E.,
steering 270°. These were unfortunately out
of range of ILLUSTRIOUS’s striking force.

18. There were no incidents during the night.
Course was altered to 260° at 0300, and at 0730
aircraft were flown off to search a sector 280°-
310°. The Commander-in-Chief’s position at
08oo/gth was 35° 51" N., 19° 05" E. |

Thursday, oth January, 1941

19. At 1030, Vice-Admiral, Light Forces,
with Force D, and SYDNEY and STUART
from Malta, joined the Commander-in-Chief.
At about this time a reconnaissance aircraft was
detected by R.D.F. and also sighted from the
fleet. The Fulmars unfortunately failed to
intercept owing to low cloud, and at 1140 the
aircraft made a sighting report.

20 Qn the return of the first air search,
which sighted nothing, an armed reconnaissance
consisting of 6 Swordfish was flown off at 1130
to search the Tripoli-Benghazi route from a
position 50 miles east of Tmpoli to 60 miles
east of Ras Misurata. The Commander-in-
Chief’s noon position was 35° 40" N., 17° 45
E., on a course of 230°. SYDNEY and
STUART were detached to Alexandria at 1240
and Vice-Admiral, Light Forces with Force D
at 1330 to cover the convoys and to provide
A.A. support for Convoy M.E.6 on the 10th
January.
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Friday, 10th January, 1941.

21. At 0430, when in position 35° 56 N
13° 20’ E., course was altered to 290° to ren-
dezvous with Convoy *‘ Excess ” At o741 a
report was received from BONAVENTURE
who was in position 36° 29" N., 0 E.,
that she had sighted two enemy destroyers
bearing 010°, 3 miles, and at oy56 the Rear-
Admiral Commanding, 3rd Cruiser Squadron*
reported that SOUTHAMPTON, BONAVEN-
TURE, JAGUAR and HEREWARD were
engaging.

22. The gun flashes at the commencement
of this action were seen from WARSPITE, and
Force A continued westward to close the scene
of the action, passing close to the southward
of Convoy ‘‘ Excess ”’ at 08oo. By this time,
BONAVENTURE and HEREWARD were in
sight against Pantellaria, still firing heavily at
close range into the cnppled and burnmg
Italian.

SOUTHAMPTON

and JAGUAR were
rejoining the convoy. -

23. At o810 one enemy destroyer blew up,
having been torpedoed by HEREWARD, the

-second having escaped to the north-west at high

speed. The destroyer sunk is believed to have
been the VEGA.

24. In the meantime a rendezvous had been
made with Convoy '‘ Excess ** in position 36°
28 N., 12° 11" E. A fighter patrol of 6 and
an air search in sector 280°-310° was flown
off at’ 0815, and the mean line of advance
altered to 140° at 0820 in the wake of the
convoy.

25. At 0834 when in position 36° 27" N.
12° 11' E , GALLANT was torpedoed or mined,
her bows being blown off. She was taken
in tow by MOHAWK, and BONAVENTURE
and GRIFFIN were detached to stand by her,
HEREWARD and JAGUAR joining the fleet
screen. GLOUCESTER and SOUTHAMPTON
were also detached to stand by GALLANT at
1000, the fleet remaining close to the convoy for
the remainder of the forenoon

26. One of the A/St patrol aircraft sighted
a Spica class destroyer about 5 miles from
Pantellaria and attacked with A/S bombs,
reporting a near miss. Two enemy aircraft un-
successfully attacked BONAVENTURE with
torpedoes.

27. The movements of ‘Malta convoys were
as follows: —

M.W.5 arrived Malta at 0800.
M.E.6 escorted by PEONY, SALVIA and
HYACINTH, sailed at o%00.

M.E.5% escorted by DIAMOND, sailed at
1130 to join Convoy ‘‘ Excess ”’

JANUS left Malta at 1200 and ]omed the
fleet screen and CALCUTTA ]omé[i M.E.6.

28 In the meantime the ﬁeet had been
located by enemy aircraft at 0930 and reported
at 1015, and at 1127 a shadower was shot down
over Linosa Island by Fulmars. At 1223, two
S.79s dropped two torpedoes which missed

Admavally footnotes

* Rear-Admural Commanding, 3rd Cruiser Squadron
—Rear-Admiral E. de ¥ Renouf, CV O

1 AfS—anti-submanne,
Az
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astern of VALIANT. These aircraft were

engaged in good time by the close range
weapons of the battlefleet, without effect.

2g. At 12335 large formations of aircraft were
These
'were identified as JU.87 and 88 aircraft with
German markings

A very heavy, determined and skilful dive
bombing attack developed on the fleet, manly
directed on ILLUSTRIOUS, and lasting for
some ten minutes.

ILLUSTRIOUS was hit by six heavy bombs,
and hauled out of line heavily on fire and with
her steering gear out of action, but with her
armament still in lively action.

WARSPITE sustained slight damage to her
starboard bower anchor and hawsepipe.

At least two enemy aircraft were seen to be
shot down by gunfire.

30. ILLUSTRIOUS reported that she was
““ badly hit ”’ and making for Malta; but it
was not until 1530 that she was got under
control and steering steadily for Malta at 17
knots. In the meantime she was turning circles
while the battlefleet was manceuvred to main-
tain supporting distance from her. HASIY
and JAGUAR were detached to screen her.

31. ILLUSTRIOUS’s aircraft in the air (8
Swordfish and 5 Fulmars) had in the meantime
been ordered to Malta and all arrived with the
exception of one Swordfish and one Fulmar, the
crew of the Swordfish and pilot of the Fulmar
being picked up. The air gunner of the
Fulmar was killed.

32. Between 1600 and 1700, a second attack
developed on ILLUSTRIOUS and the battle-
fleet by about 2o aircraft. ILLUSTRIOUS's
Fulmars, who had been refuelled at Malta, were
able to intervene and shot down 6 or 7 JU.87s,
damaging others. The attack on the battleflect
‘was mostly concentrated on VALIANT who had
one killed and two wounded from splinters.

33. ILLUSTRIOUS passed Filfla at 1730,
making good 17 knots, though the fire was still
burning at this tume.

34. ILLUSTRIOUS was met in the swept
channel by a tug from Malta and arrived safely
at 2145.

35. In the meantime, GALLANT and escori-
ing forces were making good 6} knots, ther
position at 1600 being 36° 11’ N., 12° 56" E.
The convoy movements proceeded according to
plan, and ESSEX escorted by HERO arrived
safely at Malta at 2045 Owing to the delays to
the battlefleet, Vice-Admiral, Light Forces was
ordered to remain to the northward of Convoy
““ Excess ’ in position 34° 35’ N., 14° 52’ E.
Convoy M.E.6 was at this time making good
931 knots.

36. The Commander-in-Chief with Force A
then proceeded to the eastward without further
incident, passing through position 332 40" N.,
14° 10" E. at 1800, and 35° 18’ N., 13° 35" E.
at 2200, on a mean line of advance of 0go®.

Saturday, 11th January, 1941.

37, The Commander-in-Chief’s position ar
000T was 35° 20" N., 15° 26" E., steering 080°.
and at 0800 was 35° 52" N., 18° o9’ E. Convoy
“* Excess *’ was in position 35° 28’ N., 18° 0o’
E. at o8oo.
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38. The fleet remained close to ‘‘ Excess
for the remainder of the day, passing through
position 36° 06" N., 19° 27" E. at noon.

39. At1500, C.S 3,* who had left GALLANT
off Malta at 0500, reported that SOUTHAMP-
TON and GLOUCESTER had been attacked in
position 34° 54° N., 18° 24" E. by 12 dive
bombers who achieved a surprise attack down
sun, and both ships had been hit SOUTH-
AMPTON was making good a course of 105°
at 22 knots. :

At 1605, C.S.3 reported that SOUTHAMP-
TON was stopped in position 34° 54” N., 18°
24" E

40. Course was therefore altered to 210° at
1630 to close C.S.3, and at 1645 ORION,
PERTH, JERVIS and JANUS were detached
to his assistance. Owing to lack of {fuel, JUNO
and NUBIAN were detached tojoin the convoy
and HERO joined the fleet screen. MOHAWK

-and GRIFFIN, who had seen GALLANT safely

into Malta, were sailed by Vice-Admiral, Malta,
at 1700, to close C.S 3 at high speed

41. At 1819, however, C.S.3 reported that

SOUTHAMPTON saw little prospect of getting

the fires over the engine room and ‘X’
magazine under control, and at 19o6 that he
was forced to abandon ship and would sink
her. The Commander-in-Chief approved this
action and at 2100, when in position 35° 12’
N., 19° 44" E., course was altered to 100° to
reach rendezvous for all forces at sea in posi-
tion 34° 40" N., 23° 10" E. at 0800/ 12.

42. At about 1800, when in position 36° 08’
N., 20° 50" E., Convoy M.E.5} parted from
Convoy " Excess’’ to pass south of Crete,
““ Excess ' proceeding through the Elaphonisos
Channel.

43. C S 3 later reported that the first attack
was carried out by 12 or more dive bombers
and was a complete surprise from the sun
in the clear blue sky. The speed of advance
of the squadron at the time was 24 knots.
The attack was well pressed home in spite
of gunfire from both ships. High level bomb-
ing attacks continued intermittently until
about 1630 and the squadron was shadowed
until sunset.

GLOUCESTER’s forward 6-inch director
was damaged by an unexploded bomb through
the roof of the director tower. One aircraft
was unserviceable from machine-gun bullets;
the other was in the air at the
time and forcelanded near DIAMOND
GLOUCESTER’s casualties were 1 officer and
8 ratings killed and 1 officer and 13 ratings
wounded.

SOUTHAMPTON survivors were embarked
in GLOUCESTER and DIAMOND after
abandoning ship, GLOUCESTER taking 33
officers and 678 ratings, of whom 4 officers
and 58 ratings were wounded, and DIAMOND
taking 16 wounded ratings.

Sunday, 12th January, 1941.

44. The Commander-inChief’s position at
000X was 35° 05" N., 20° 40" ,E., and at
0800 all forces, including Force X, made a
rendezvous in position 34° 40" N., 23° 107 E.

~ *

Admaralty footnote :

. * CS8 3—Rear-Admiral Commandmg, 3rd Cruiser
Squadron







