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Admiralty foreword :—

The safe passage of convoys carrymg vital
war supplies to North Russia was one of the
chief commitments of the British Home Fleet
from August, 1941, until the end of the
European War in May, 1945.

Like the passage of the Malta convoys, it
involved a series of major fleet operations.
The Russian convoy routes, in contrast to the
‘complete freedom of movement of the Atlantic
routes, were restricted to the east and south
by an enemy-occupied coastline and to the
west and north by ice. The convoys them-
selves were subject to attack by surface forces
over a large part of their 2,000-mile passage,
to air attack for 1,400 miles, and to U-boat
attack throughout their entire run. The severe

"~ Arctic weather added to their- navigational

difficulties during winter months, but they ran
a greater risk of attack between March and
September owing to the continuous daylight
of the Far Northern summer. Nevertheless, in
spite of these very adverse conditions, under
British command, and’ almost entirely under
British naval and air escort, forty outward and
thirty-five homeward bound Russian convoys
made the passage during a period of nearly
four years.

The first, which sailed from the United
Kingdom in August, 1941, only two months
after the German invasion of Russia, arrived

safely, and by the spring of 1942 twelve more.

had made the passage with the loss of only
one out of 103 ships. From the spring of
1942, however, the threat of attacks on the
convoys increased, for the Germans were
already preparing to stop the flow of supplies
to Russia with every means at their disposal,
including the basing of heavy ships in Norway,
among them the new battleship TIRPITZ.
This new and evergrowing threat could be

met only by giving greater protection to the

convoys, but the general war situation still very
severely limited. the numbers of allied escorts
available in northern waters.

In July, 1942, the Russian convoys suffered
their first and greatest disaster when Convoy
P.Q.17 lost twenty-one of its thirty-four ships
during a series of heavy enemy daylight
attacks lasting a week. The next convoy,
P.Q.18, which sailed in September—the August
convoy to Russia was abandoned in favour of
a convoy to Malta—was also heavily attacked
and lost thirteen of its forty ships. Then
followed a break of two ‘months, during which
all available escorts ‘were taking part in the
Allied invasion. of North Africa. After the
invasipn the Russian convoys were resumed,
and on 31st December strong German foroes,
endeavouring to attack the convoy, ~were
engaged in the Barents Sea. A German heavy
cruiser, the ADMIRAL HIPPER, was
crippled, an enemy destroyer was sunk and the
whole convoy reached Archangel without loss.

During the next two years the Russian
convoys ran only during the long dark months
of winter and lost only three ships, all in
January, 1944, No further losses were sustained
until March, 1945, when one ship was sunk.
This proved to be the ﬁnal casualty and
brought the total losses in outward bound
Russian convoys to sixty-two, or 7.8 per cent.

~ of the 792 ships sailed in them during the war.

In the homeward bound convoys, twenty-eight,
or 3.8 per cent., of the 739 ships sailed were
lost. The total casualties in merchant ships
on the Russian route were 829 officers and
men. The Royal Navy, too, paid a heavy
price, for two cruisers, six destroyers, three
sloops, two frigates, three corvettes and three
minesweepers were sunk with the loss of 1,840

-officers and men.

The forty outward bound convoys carried to
Russia the huge total of £428,000,000 worth of
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material, including 5,000 tanks and over 7,000
aircraft from Britain. The tonnage figures

are:
Approximate amount Approximate amount
of cargo despatched af carge lost en
Year from UK. or U.S.A. route.
(tons) (tons)
1941 300,000 10,000
1942 w. 1,350,000 270,000
1943 . 450,000 —
1944 w. 1,250,000 10,000
1945 650,000 _ 10,000
Total 4,000,000 300,000

The U.S.S.R. in 1943 expressed their appre-
ciation when M. Maisky, Soviet Ambassador
in London, paid this glowing tribute to the men
whose. courage had made possible the carriage
of these vital war supplies to Russia:

“The Russian convoys are a Northern
Saga of heroism, bravery, and endurance.
This Saga will live for ever, not only in the
hearts of your people, but also in the hearts
of the Soviet people, who rightly see in it
one of the most striking expressions of
collaboration between the Allied Govemn-
ments, withott which our common victory
would have been impossible.”

The following are extracts from Despaiches
covering the period 1st January, 1942, to 31st
December, 1942, submitted to the Lords
Commissioners of the Admiralty by Admiral
Sir John C. Tovey, K.C.B., DSO,
Commander-in-Chief, Home Fleet.

EXTRACT FROM DESPATCH COVERING THE
PERIOD 1ST JANUARY TO 31ST MARCH, 1942

Home Fleet,
' 20th May, 1942.

Loss of s.s. WAZIRISTAN

1. The year started with the first loss from
these convoys; it was brought about by a
most unfortunate combination of circum-
stances. Convoy P.Q.7 was so delayed by
defects while assembling at Hvalfiord* that the
Admiral Commanding, Iceland, decided to
sail it in two parts. The first, which sailed late
in December, consisted of only two ships: the
cruiser and destroyers of the ocean escort were
therefore held back for the second, and larger,
part ; and the two ships were given two mine-
sweepers as ocean escort.

2. These were sailed as usual to join the
convoy near Jan Mayen Island but failed to
make contact before the local escort of
trawlers parted company, or in fact at all. The
merchant ships thus arrived south of Bear
Island without escort: U-boats, working in this
area for the first time, succeeded in sinking the
WAZIRISTAN. The COLD HARBOUR,
her companion, arrived off the White Sea a
week late.

3. That the first appearance of U-boats
should coincide with the first- unescorted
convoy was most unfortunate. In order that
escorting cruisers should not be exposed to

Admiralty footnote :—
% On the west coast of Iceland.

- would entail a 14-day cycle.
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U-boat attack at convoy speeds, they were
ordered after this attack to part company with
their convoys between 14° East and 26° East
and pass through this area at high speed, re-
joining the convoys when the latter had come
through. It was considered unlikely that
enemy surface forces would operate in the same
area as U-boats.

Loss of HM.S. MATABELE

4. Convoy P.Q.7B arrived -safely, but P.Q.8
was attacked by U-boats north-eastward of the
Kola Inlet*. The ss. HARMATRID was
torpedoed on 17th January, but reached
harbour in tow: the MATABELE, one of the
two escorting destroyers, was torpedoed the
next day and lost with only two survivors.

5. The increased enemy effort against the
convoys, of which these unfortunate losses
were evidence, though expected, was disturb-
ing. The early spring was approaching, with
a period of two or three months during which
the ice would still compel the convoys to pass
through two narrow focal areas close to the
enemy coast, without the compensation of foul
weather and long darkness to restrict his air
activity. It seemed therefore that air attacks,
and surface or U-boat attacks made possible
by air recomnaissance, might reach a scale
ll_z'i:yond the escorting resources of the Home

eet. '

6. I pointed this out to Their Lordships and
pressed for strong and continucus Russian
patrol activity off the Kola Inlet, to make that
area untenable by U-boats, and for short-range
and long-range fighter protection. The cruiser
could not remain in company with the convoy,
in U-boat infested waters, solely to provide the
A.A. defence which could come more effec-
tively from fighters. The Rear Admiral Com-
manding, 10th Cruiser Squadronf, in the
NIGERIA, “was stationed at Murmansk
throughout February to represent these require-
ments to the Russians, the NIGERIA provid-
ing escort for east and westbound convoys
between Bear Island and the Kola Inlet.

Surface Threat from Trondheim

7. The presence of the TIRPITZ at
Trondheim, where she arrived on 17th January
and, still more, her reinforcement on 23rd
February by the SCHEER and PRINZ
EUGEN, constituted another and more serious
threat to these convoys. It seemed probable
that the heavy ships, if they attacked, would
do so between Jan Mayen and Bear Islands,
leaving the eastern section of the route to their
U-boats and aircraft. It was therefore neces-
sary to provide heavy cover on this part of
the route, even though this could not be done
without uncovering to some extent the
Northern Passages. :

8. To economise the use .of this heavy cover,
I asked the Admiralty on 26th February that
the convoys should be sailed simultaneously
from each end, so that their passage through
the danger area should be synchronised. This
I also asked for
four more destroyers, to enable the covering .
force to have a proper screen and the convoy
a close escort of two destroyers.

Admiralty foo'notes :(—
® The entrance to Murmansk. -
1 Rear Admiral H. M. Burrough, C.B.
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" Attack by TIRPITZ

9, The first convoys to receive heavy ship
cover were P.Q.12 and Q.P.8, unusually large
convoys of between 15 and 20 ships each,
which sailed from Hvalfiord and the Kola
Inlet on 1st March. Cover was provided by
the whole Home Fleet as far as longitude 14°
East ; but the real danger, in my opinion, was

that arising from U-boat and air attack further .

east, and I was unable to obtain any increase
in the meagre A/S escorts of these convoys
or in the scale of A.A. defence, except for a
promise of Russian long-range fighters, at some
future unspecified date, in the approaches to
the Kola Inlet. .

10. The eastbound convoy, P.Q.12, was
fortuitously sighted by aircraft off Iceland.
Probably, in my opinion, suspecting that the
convoy was transporting troops to effect a land-
ing in North Norway, the TIRPITZ was
tempted out to attack it. She failed to locate
it, but succeeded in sinking a straggler, the
I-JORA, from the westbound convoy (Q.P.8)
"on the 7th March.

11. The same low visibility which hampered
the TIRPITZ, and severe icing conditions
which precluded the use of our aircraft for
reconnaissance, prevented me from bringing
her to action ; but she was attacked by the air-
craft of the VICTORIOUS off the Lofoten
Islands, on her way back to Trondheim,
apparently without success. She immediately

took refuge at Narvik and completed her

passage on 13th March.

12, I had, despatched eight destroyers under
Captain (D), 8th Destroyér Flotilla, with the
TRINIDAD in support, to sweep up the coast
from 66° North on the night of 12th/13th
March, in the hope that the TIRPITZ would
make an earlier move. Five submarines were
maintained on patrol off the northern entrance
to Trondheim, but did not succeed in attacking.

P.0.13 and Q.P9

13. The next two convoys, P.Q.13 and Q.P.9,
each of 19 ships, sailed on 20th and 21st
March respectively, after a 48-hour delay
caused by the presence of U-boats off the Kola
Inlet. It was not possible materially to increase
the A/S escort, which consisted of two des-
troyers, a minesweeper and two trawlers for
the eastbound convoy, and one destroyer and
two minesweepers for the westbound one, but
one cruiser accompanied each as close cover,
with another west of Bear Island in support:
the main fleet, under the command of the Vice
Admiral Second in Command* gave cover
over the western half of the route against the
heavy surface forces at Trondheim, while five
minesweepers and a Russian . destroyer rein-
forced the escorts off the Murmansk coast ; no
air support was available outside the immediate
vicinity of the Kola Inlet.

14. The enemy made another determined
attempt to interfere with the convoys. P.Q.13
was located by aircraft, east of Bear Island, on
'28th March and repeatedly attacked by dive
bombers, three ships being sunk. On the
following day, the TRINIDAD and ECLIPSE
came in contact with three enemy destroyers
attempting to attack the same convoy: in brief
engagements in very low visibility one enemy

Admiralty footnote :— :
* Vice Admiral A. T. B. Curteis, C.B.
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destroyer was sunk and others damaged, the
TRINIDAD being hit by a torpedo and her
speed reduced, and the ECLIPSE having two
guns put out of action. A Russian destroyer
was also in action, but without result. The
convoy had experienced heavy weather and was
widely scattered, but 14 ships reached their
destinations, the remaining two probably hav-
ing been sunk by U-boats, of which at least
nine were operating in the area. One U-boat
was seriously damaged by the GOSSAMER,
of the local escort,

15. Q.P.9 was fortunate to escape detection
and arrived complete. in Iceland. One U-boat
was sighted on 24th March in low visibility,
rammed and sunk by the SHARPSHOOTER.*

Increased Protection .

16. These attacks, and the continued move-
ment northward of enemy surface, U-boat and
air reinforcements, showed clearly the import-
ance attached by the enemy to the stoppage of
this traffic. Further representations to the Ad-
miralty were therefore made and some
destroyers . and corvettes from the Western
Approaches were promised for the next con-
voys. The Russians also agreed to receive a
mission from Coastal Command to help in
organising their oversea reconnaissance and
fighter protection. I recommended that the
number of convoys should be reduced during
the next few months, when the German aero-
drome conditions and air reconnaissance would
improve, whilst the convoy routes would still
be restricted by ice: but the U.S.A. was now
giving first priority to deliveries to Russia, of
which her quota was far behind schedule, and
it seemed probable that the convoys would in-
crease rather than decrease.

\

EXTRACT FROM DESPATCH COVERING THE '
PerioD 1st APRIL TO 30TH JUNE, 1942

Home Fleet,
2nd August, 1942. .

1. Throughout the quarter the Russian con-
voys remained the chief commitment of the
Home Fleet. The last pair to be run in March
had been heavily attacked, and the enemy was
obviously determined to do everything in his
power to stop this traffic. The U-boat and air
forces in Northern Norway had been heavily
reinforced, the three remaining destroyers were
disposed offensively at Kirkenes, and the heavy
forces at Trondheim remained a constant, if
reluctant, threat. . .

2. Early in April destroyers, corvettes and
trawlers were transferred from the Western -
Approaches to bring the A/S escort of each
convoy up to ten. Requests were made to the
Russian naval authorities to co-operate by
reinforcing the escort at the eastern end of the
route, by providing long-range fighter or A/S
air escort and bombing the enemy aerodromes,
and by disposing their submarines south of the
convoy route to discourage surface raiders east
of Bear Island. The response was disappoint:
ng. - :
P.QO.14 and Q.P.10

3. Convoys P.Q.14 (23 ships) and Q.P.10 (16
ships) sailed on 8th and 10th April respectively.

Admiralty footnote :— . .

* The sinking of this submarine, U.655, by H.M.S..
SHARPSHOOTER, and also that of U.585 by H.M.S. Fury
in this area, has since been confirmed. .
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The former was escorted by five destroyers,
four corvettes, two minesweepers and four A/S
trawlers, with the EDINBURGH, NORFOLK
and two destroyers providing close cover: the
westbound convoy had the LIVERPOOL, five
destroyers, one minesweeper and two trawlers.
The KING GEORGE V, -DUKE OF YORK,
VICTORIOUS, KENT, NIGERIA and e1ght
destroyers provided heavy cover.

4. P.Q.14 ran into ice south-west of Jan
Mayen Island and was delayed and scattered:
two-thirds of the convoy lost touch and returned
to Iceland, with several of the escort who had
been damaged by ice. The remaining nine
ships, with most of the escort, continued their
“passage. The delay had probably disorganiséd
to some extent the German arrangements for
attack, but the convoy was sighted by enemy
aircraft on 13th April and attacked by U-boats
east of Bear Island on 16th April, one ship
being sunk.

5. Q.P.10 was subjected to air and U-boat
attacks for three days, while on passage between
the Kola Inlet and Bear Island, and four ships
were sunk. One other returned to Kola, the
remaining eleven arriving safely in Iceland.

P.Q.15 and QP.11.

6. Before the next pair of convoys was due
to sail, I suggested once more that these con-
voys, if they could not be postponed until the
ice moved north, should be limited in size.
This proposal was not accepted: convoys
P.Q.15 and Q.P.11, which sailed on 26th and
Zlililth April respectively, contained 25 and 17
ships.

7. The eastbound convoy was escorted by
four destroyers, one A.A. ship and three mine-
sweepers, and included a C.A.M. ship*; the
NIGERIA and two destroyers provided close
cover. The westbound convoy was escorted by
five destroyers, five corvettes and two
trawlers, with the EDINBURGH as close
cover. Distant cover for both convoys
was given by the KING GEORGE V,
U.S. battleshlp WASHINGTON, VIC-
TORIOUS, U.S. cruisers WICHITA and
TUSCALOOSA, KENYA and ten destroyers
{of which four were American). This was the
first occasion on which United States ships
operated as part of the Home Fleet.

8. Four submarines were disposed off the
the Norwegian toast, moving north-eastwards
with the convoy, to provide cover against the
surface forces at Trondheim ; being joined later
by the TRIDENT, which accompamed P.Q.15
as far as longitude 5° East.

H.M.S. EDINBURGH Torpedoed

9. Q.P.11 left the Kola Inlet on 28th April
and was sighted.and reported by aircraft and
U-boats the next day. On 30th April the
EDINBURGH, about fifteen miles ahead of the
<onvoy, was struck by two torpedoes from a
U-boat. Her stern was blown off and she was
unable to steer, but she proceeded at very slow
speed towards Murmansk, escorted and towed
by the FORESIGHT and FORESTER, who
were detached from the convoy escort. Mine-
sweepers, tugs and Russian destroyers were sent
from Murmansk to assist.

Admiralty foo'no'e :—

* C.A.M. ship—a merchant ship fitted with a catapult
Cor flying off an aircraft, .
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10. The protection of these Russian convoys
against surface attack must always involve
grave risk of ships of the covering force being
torpedoed by U-boats. The convoys come
under early air reconnaissance and for a great
part of the voyage have up to eight U-boats
within striking distance. ‘The number of
escorts and the hecessity for strict economy of -
fuel do not permit of prolonged A/S hunts;
the speed of the convoys is 8 knots or less ; so
U-boats put down by the escorts have little diffi-
culty in regaining contact. The risk from

- U-boats has always been appreciated by the

Flag and Commanding Officers of the covering
cruisers ; but it is obvious that effective protec-
tion against surface forces in the varying visi-
bility usually experienced can only be provided
if the covering cruiser is in the vicinity of the
convoy.

Q.pr11

11. The convoy drove off an attack by four
torpedo aircraft and, on 1st May, was five times
attacked east of Bear Island by three large Ger-
man destroyers. The escorting destroyers,
though greatly inferior in gunpower, met these
attacks with gallantry and skill and by their
aggressive tactics succeeded in driving off their
powerful opponents. One merchant ship was
sunk and the AMAZON was damaged, though .
able to proceed. No further losses were suf-
fered by this convoy. '

12. The three German destroyers then trans-
ferred their attentions to the EDINBURGH,
who was now in tow of a Russian tug and
escorted by the FORESIGHT and
FORESTER, one small Russian destroyer and
the minesweepers HARRIER, HUSSAR, GOS-
SAMER and NIGER. The German destroyers
located her on the morning of 2nd May, in low
visibility and extreme cold. The tow was im-
mediately slipped and the EDINBURGH, who
was unable to steer, circled slowly at about
eight knots.

13. A seties of most gallant actions followed,
the enemy being engaged in turn by the FORE-
SIGHT and FORESTER, the remaining guns
of the EDINBURGH, and the minesweepers.
One enemy destroyer was sunk and the other
two ‘damaged ; but the EDINBURGH was
struck by another torpedo and had to be aban-
doned, being sunk later by a torpedo from the
FORESIGHT ; two officers and 56 ratings
were lost. The FORESIGHT and FORESTER
were seriously damaged, both being brought to
a standstill during the course of the action, but
each in turn covered the other while she effected
the repairs necessary to enable her to proceed.

The minesweepers were not damaged, though

more than once they had engaged enemy des-
troyers single-handed and driven them off:

14. P.Q.15, which had sailed from Hvalfiord

‘on 26th April, was reported by enemy aircraft

two days later, in spite of a spirited attack on .
the sighting aircraft by the Norwegian seaplane
providing A/S escort. A U-boat made contact
the following day. On 1st May the convoy was
bombed wthout success by six Ju.88s, one of
which was shot down. As all the enemy des-
troyers in the Far North had been sunk  or
damaged in the final action of the EDIN-
BURGH, I instructed the NIGERIA and
LONDON to leave convoy P.Q.15 west of Bear
Ysland and not to proceed into the U-boat
waters further east unless the convoy was
threatened by enemy cruisers or larger vessels.






