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THE CHANNEL BATTLE

A Detailed Account.

Further details can now be given of the Navy’s part in the

intercepting and damaging of the enemy force consisting of the battle

cruisers SCHARNHORST and GNEISEMAU the cruiser PRINZ EUGEN, and their

escorts. The enemy was first identified and reported at the western

entrance to the Dover Straits at 1135. The first striking force of

six Swordfish aircraft was at once ordered to take off from a shore

aerodrome to attack.

This striking force was led by Lieutenant-Commander E. Esmonde. D.S.O.

R.N. In May last year, Lieutenant-Commander Esmondeled his Squadron

from H.M.S. VICTORIOUS in the attack on the BISMARCK, an attack which

reduced the German battleship’s speed and played a vital part in her

subsequent destruction. Last Wednesday, Lt.Cdr Esmonde attended an

Investiture at Buckingham Palace and was decorated by the King with

the D.S.O.

Lt.Cdr Esmonde and the crews of his Swordfish knew very well that

the task of attacking SCHARNHORST and GNEISENAU and PRINZ EUGEN was

very different from attacking even a very heavily armed ship on the

high seas. The German ships were hugging the coast of the enemy

territory very closely. They were covered by an umbrella of hundreds

of shore based, fighters, all of them having more than twice the speed

and manoeuvreability than the Swordfish carrying a torpedo. Moreover

the enemy ships were passing a succession of aerodromes and landing

grounds from which their fighter escorts could be reinforced at a

moment’s notice. If the crews of the Swordfish ever thought of the

odds against them the thought certainly did not deter them. They knew

that they were flying aircraft which were vary vulnerableto the fighters

they were bound to meet. They knew that they wereabout to attack a Naval

Squadron which was capable of putting up a tremendous volume of A.A. fire,
but they knew also that their task was to press home the attack and score

hits with torpedoes on the enemy.
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They had to contend with bad weather as well as the enemy, but they

found their targets and pressed home their attacks.

Exactly what happened in the closing stages of the attack is not

yet certain, but conditions were such that it was almost impossible for

anybody to observe with certainty whether or not the enemy ships were

hit. Fighters of the R.A.F. engaging enemy aircraft high overhead,

however, reported explosions and flashes which they considered to be

one certain and two possible hits with torpedoes.

The crews of the fighters speak of having seen the Swordfish dive

down almost to sea level, and press home their attacks regardless of all

opposition. But not one of those six Swordfish came back. Only five

men from their crews were subsequently saved by our light craft.

Meanwhile, all available M.T.Bs in the Dover area had put to sea at

full speed, despite the fact that the weather was by no means suitable

for these small fast craft.

It was nearly half past twelve when the first of the M.T.Bs sighted

the first of the enemy heavy ships. The enemy’s main units were heavily
screened by destroyers and E-boats.

As our M.T.Bs went into the attack they were engaged by a very heavy

fire, and they were also engaged by German aircraft which dived on them

continually firing their machine guns and cannons. The M.T.Bs held on

until it was obvious that unless they fired their torpedoes at once

their opportunity would be gone. Thus they carried out their attacks

and fired their torpedoes, refusing to be deterred by the enemy aircraft,
or the enemy shell fire, or the fact that the enemy's escorts were

laying smoke screens to try andshield their heavy ships.

Again it was impossible to tell what hits had been scored on the

enemy. The wonder is that the M.T.Bs were able to disengage successfully,

and that every one of them returned to harbour.
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While the Swordfish and MTB’s were attacking the enemy

in the Straits of Dover, destroyers in the North Sea were

steaming to intercept and attack the enemy.

It was clear to these destroyers,that, if they were to

succeeed in making contact with the fast enemy ships which kept

well over towards enemy occupied territory, they would have to-

steam at the highest possible speed. Moreover there was no time

to make detours through swept channels. They would leave to steer

straight across the suspected energy minefields.

This they did without a moment’s hesitation, and no ship struck

a mine.

It ms nearly a quarter to four in the afternoon when the

energy battlecruisers and destroyers were sighted from H.M.S.

CAMPBELL (Captain C.T.M. Pizey ,
D.S.O., R. N. ). The visibility

was bad and the enemy heavy ships were sighted at a range of only

4 miles. There could be no question of manoeuvreing into ideal

attacking positions. It was a question of dashing into attack,

getting as close as possible before firing the torpedoes, and

treating the whole action almost as a night encounter.

Four miles is a very short range for 11," guns. The British

destroyers were up against eighteen 11" guns, twenty four 5.9s

and twenty eight 4.1s from the SCHARNHORST and GNEISENAU alone.

Then there were the eight 8" and twelve 4.ls of the PRINCE EUGEN

and the dozens of guns on the destroyers and the other German

escorting ships, many of which were much closer to our destroyers

than the
enemy battle cruisers.

Overhead there were hundreds of aircraft. The destroyers had

been unsuccessfully bombed as they were dashing out across the

suspected mine fields to get at the energy. As the destroyers were

dashing into attack they were constantly attacked by German aircraft,
which did their utmost, not only to sink or damage the ships, but to

divert the attention of the destroyers from their attacks on the German

heavy ships. In this they did not succeed. The destroyers were

engaging aircraft all the time, but they were not to be diverted

from their main task of attacking the enemy heavy ships.

/The
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The destroyers went into attack at full speed. At 3,500 yards

- only a mile and three quarters - their helms went over, and as they

swung round they fired their torpedoes. One destroyer did not turn

with the rest, Lieutenant-Commander E.C. Coats R.N. Commanding

H.M.S. WORCESTER held on his course towards the enemy even longer.

She reached a position only 2,500 yards from the battlecruisers

without being hit - only a mile and a quarter from the muzzles of

the enemy’s big guns. Then the WORCESTER turned to fire. As she

did so, she was hit, but the ship went on swinging under helm and her

torpedoes were fired just as if it had been a peacetime exercise

in which certain breakdowns were being practised. The officers and

men of H.M.S. WORCESTER could not see the effect of their torpedoes.

They could see very little but the splashes and smoke of falling and

bursting shells. Moreover, they were busy. As the WORCESTER swung

away she was hit again and set badly on fire forward. It would have

been an easy matter for the enemy to have finished her off. It would

not have needed a battlecruiser.

The destroyer crews considered that two torpedo hits were

scored on the leading German battlecruiser, one before and one abaft

the mainmast.

While this destroyer attack was being forced home on the enemy,

another destroyer attack was made on the PRINZ EUGEN led by H.M.S. MACKAY,

(Captain J.P. Wright, R.N.,).

The PRINZ EUGEN was sighted steering straight towards the

destroyers as if attempting to drive them off and prevent them from

attacking SCHARNHORST and GNEISENAU. Torpedoes from this wave of

destroyers were fired at a range of two miles, but again one destroyer
went in even closer, fired her torpedoes and got out again.

Again it was impossible to be certain of the results but an

orange flash on the enemy cruiser was seen by some of the men.

When the destroyers got out of sight of the German heavy ships,

they had not finished with the enemy. German aircraft continued to

attack for some time, but without any success.

H.M.S. WORCESTER was badly on fire and was stopped, but her crew

got her under way again, got the fire under control, and got their

ship safely back to harbour under her own steam.

ADMIRALTY
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