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Prologue

It was a different kind of war, the first full-blown conflict of the twenty-first century, horrific, awesome, shockingly fascinating and played out in every detail on television. And a British Task Force of more than 30 ships and fleet submarines laden with assault aircraft missiles and an amphibious force of 4,000 Royal Marines from 3 Commando Brigade played a significant role in Gulf War II to depose the Iraqi dictatorship of Saddam Hussein. The Royal Navy ships were led by pride of the British fleet Ark Royal, whose battle group included the helicopter assault carrier Ocean, three Type-42 destroyers, two Type-23 frigates and two minehunters, backed up by the ever-present Royal Fleet Auxiliary, bearing all the necessary supplies, ammunition and paraphernalia of war. They were in action from the commencement of the battles, notably with the contribution of British fleet submarines firing Tomahawk cruise missiles in the early stages of the bombing campaign against Saddam’s murderous regime and in the massive humanitarian effort that followed.

These operations will be described fully in the chronology of these chapters, but what the world witnessed in those days of awe in March and April 2003 was striking in a particular and noteworthy element: the whole operation was conducted with remarkably few casualties among the forces of liberation, and many of those who were sadly lost in the campaign, and especially among the Royal Navy Task Force, were brought down by so-called ‘friendly’ fire. The high technology and precise nature of modern warfare were demonstrated in all their incredible power, and these aspects provide a striking contrast to earlier conflicts that will be examined and recalled in the ensuing pages by men who were there in the thick of it, back in the days when great battleships, whose names were familiar to every schoolboy, took the frontline of maritime warfare in an era when the Royal Navy was the most powerful and potent force in the world.

The big, capital ships have long been replaced by the nuclear-powered fleet submarines and carrier-based aircraft and helicopters to deliver their massive bombardment of destructive capability, so evident in modern times in operations in the Gulf, Afghanistan and against the Milošević regime in the former Yugoslavia. In a past age, though well within living memory, it was all so different, especially in the potential for great loss of life among the crews when the great ships went head to head, and when a single enemy bomb or torpedo could kill and maim hundreds on board, or send a ship to the bottom in minutes with no hope of escape. In this regard, there are few accounts more poignant than that of Ted Briggs, from Redcar, Yorkshire.

He fell in love with the battle cruiser HMS Hood when he first saw her as a boy when the ship paid a pre-war visit to the town, one of many public relations exercises that the finest ship in the Royal Navy undertook at home and abroad. She stood off the mouth of the River Tees, proud and belligerent, the brass on her decks polished and glistening in the sunshine, and her guns, huge and menacing, presented an awesome sight. Local fishermen were charging five shillings (25p) a time to row people around the ship, but Ted’s mother couldn’t afford the fare, and so he just stood and stared: ‘I had never seen anything so powerful and beautiful in my life, and I knew then I wanted to join the Royal Navy.’

There were three battle cruisers built in that class at the end of the First World War and which were among British front-line ships in the Second World War – Hood, Repulse and Renown – and of the three Hood was the finest. She had the reputation of being the most powerful warship in the world, the epitome of British sea power, and the grace of her lines brought acclaim from all who saw her, especially when she was travelling at full speed, when the wash came up either side of the quarterdeck. By some quirk of fate, Hood was the first ship that Ted Briggs joined after his entry into the Royal Navy. He enlisted on 3 March 1938, two days after his fifteenth birthday, and within three years he would find himself at the very epicentre of one of the great and most tragic dramas in modern naval history. He had completed his basic training at the infamous HMS Ganges, the huge shore-based naval school at Shotley, Suffolk, the strict but fair introduction to life in the Royal Navy for all young lads wishing to join the Senior Service. The pay was 5s. 3d. a week for a second-class boy and 8s. 9d. for a first-class boy, of which they were allowed to keep one shilling a week pocket money and the rest was put in the bank until they were 18. Ted joined as a seaman and chose to specialise in visual signalling, which in those days involved flashing, semaphore, Morse flag and flag signal, and was ready for posting in the early summer of 1939. It is as well now that he takes up the story:

Much to my surprise and much to my delight, I was sent to Hood. It was entirely different from training. You were treated as one of the ship’s company and, although the discipline was still there, it was more relaxed. As boys [around 110 of them] we had our own mess deck and you were kept segregated as much as possible within the confines of the ship. The older personnel treated you with rather amused tolerance. I joined her in June, just as Hood had finished her refit in Portsmouth. It was a very crowded ship. The wartime company was 1,421 but the main problem was sleeping billets. There were not enough sling billets [for hammocks] and so you slept where you could, either on the mess deck tables or on the deck. We sailed to [the naval base of] Scapa Flow and from there at the beginning of September and we were actually at sea when the declaration of war was made.

The captain broadcast that we were at war and as flagship of the ships at sea we made the general signal to fleet to commence hostilities against Germany. One of the jobs I had was making that signal by semaphore from the director of Hood. We knew that the Germans were constructing big battleships, like Tirpitz and Bismarck, but we didn’t know the size of them. Under the international convention prevailing at the time, they were supposed to be only 35,000 tons but in actual fact they turned out to be 50,000 tons and more.

Most of our early days were spent covering Atlantic convoys. They had their own anti-submarine escort, but the capital ships were stationed between the various convoys so they were able to go to their assistance if they came under attack. The first real action we saw was shortly after the commencement when the submarine Spearfish was damaged and the Home Fleet went to sea to escort her back in the hope of tempting the German fleet to come out. The German fleet didn’t come out, but the German air force did and the carrier Ark Royal and Hood were singled out for attacks. Ark Royal consistently had many near misses. They got a very near miss on Hood which peppered the port side with shrapnel. I was on the flag deck and actually watched the Heinkel that dived on us. I saw this black object leave the aircraft, and it didn’t register with me what was happening until it exploded just at the side of us and I realised we might easily have been hit.

Thereafter, Hood joined the often frustrating task of protecting the Atlantic convoys, although she did not see a great deal of action until June 1940, when she was detached to Gibraltar and joined Force H as the flagship under Vice-Admiral Sommerville on his mission to sink the French fleet at Oran and then returned to Scapa Flow, rehoisted the flag of Vice-Admiral Whitworth and resumed patrols. There were a number of chases, including hot pursuit of the German battle cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, which had broken out into the Atlantic, but they reached the safe harbour of Brest and Hood spent time patrolling there as part of a constant blockade of the port.

On 20 May 1941 news that Bismarck had completed her trials and had ventured out of the Baltic reached Hood. She was sighted at Bergen in company with a heavy-class cruiser, Prinz Eugen, and that was the beginning of the hunt for Bismarck in which Ted Briggs, then two months past his eighteenth birthday, was at the centre of the action in his duties in the compass platform from where Admiral Holland controlled the chase:

We sailed from Scapa Flow at night on 21 May 1941. Visibility had closed down and the aircraft couldn’t keep contact. There was a flying boat at Scapa which went wave-hopping to Bergen. When he arrived there, the harbour was empty. Meantime, the cruisers, Norfolk and Suffolk were patrolling up and down the areas where the ships were likely to break out. Suffolk sighted Bismarck and a heavy cruiser and reported to the Admiralty. We intercepted the enemy reports and the admiral ordered complete radio silence, and we turned to intercept the two ships. It was estimated we would be in a position to engage at 2 a.m. on the morning of 24 May. Bismarck realised she had been sighted by Suffolk but was apparently unconcerned since the ship represented no real threat. However, Norfolk joined Suffolk and stationed themselves on either quarter of the enemy ships and carried on reporting their movements. Bismarck then decided she would try to chase them off, turned, came straight in and fired.

The two cruisers turned and got out of the way. They had radar but it was very much in its infancy and could only scan forward, and consequently they lost contact. Admiral Holland in Hood made the mistake of assuming that Bismarck had turned back because she had been located. But in fact she had resumed course, and we went to action stations at midnight. Meanwhile, the destroyers were rapidly dropping back because they couldn’t maintain our speed of 28 knots. Holland made a signal stating that he would continue on without them. Consequently, when the action took place the destroyers were 50 miles astern.

We regained contact with Bismarck on our radar at 3 o’clock on the morning of 24 May. She was about 30 miles off our starboard bow and she was steaming at 29 knots towards the Atlantic. Admiral Holland decided to maintain a parallel course until the weather moderated. He also knew what we didn’t – that when Hood was built, a lot of armour had been sacrificed for speed. So our deck armour was thin and vulnerable and he had to get in as close as he possibly could during the action so that the fall of shot would be a flat trajectory rather than a high plummeting effort from a longer range. Whereas our maximum gun range was originally 20 miles, but reduced to 17 because of her age, the maximum effective gun range was now about 12 miles.

He turned towards the enemy ships at about 4 a.m. We had Bismarck sighted at about 20 miles on the starboard bow and moved into the 12-mile range. There was an atmosphere of excitement and tension and apprehension. It was something we’d been waiting for. There wasn’t a man aboard that ship who doubted her capabilities, and when action stations began those below decks were given a running commentary of what was going on by the padre, over the intercom, in a calm, matter-of-fact way: ‘We have just sighted the two topmasts of the two enemy ships and will be opening fire very shortly . . .’

There was fear, yes. But my main fear was of showing fear. But it was mainly excitement. We opened fire, again fine on the starboard bow and consequently the after guns could not be brought into action. So we could only use the for’ard gun turrets. The Prince of Wales was on our starboard quarter and could also only use her starboard gun turrets. But we had made the mistake of assuming that Bismarck was the leading ship. In fact, the leading ship was Prinz Eugen and so we had to shift target as soon as the mistake was realised. We fired about six salvoes, the third of which hit Bismarck’s oil tanks and caused one of them to leak. She’d obviously been taken completely by surprise. Although she knew two cruisers were shadowing her, she had no idea there were two capital ships in the vicinity because we had been keeping radio silence. Bismarck replied, and her gunnery was extremely accurate.

Bismarck’s third salvo went over. The next salvo fell short and the fifth salvo hit us. It sounded like an express train coming through a tunnel and hit at the base of the mainmast. I was on the compass platform from where the admiral was conducting the battle, so I knew what was going on. We couldn’t see aft because of the enclosed bridge. All we knew was that we had been hit, because the ship shuddered and we were thrown off our feet. The gunnery commander went out on to the starboard wing of the bridge and reported to the captain that there was a fire around the four-inch ready-use shell lockers, the secondary armaments, and there was exploding ammunition going up there.

What struck me at the time was the unreality of it all. It seemed as if it wasn’t happening. It seemed as if you were watching a film. The captain ordered that the fire should be left until all the ready-use ammunition had exploded and the boat deck should be cleared of all personnel. By that time, we’d got into the range we wanted and the admiral ordered both ships to alter course to bring the after guns into action. Just as he did so, the next salvo hit us. That penetrated into X and Y magazines. Again the ship shuddered and we were all thrown off our feet. All I saw was a gigantic sheet of flame which shot round the front of the compass platform. Until that time, it had been a fairly calm atmosphere. The admiral was sitting in the captain’s chair at the front of the compass platform, the captain was standing close behind, the squadron gunnery officer was on the wing of the compass platform, the navigating officer and officer watch were at their positions and Midshipman Bill Dundas was standing by the phones.

Everybody else was at the rear of the bridge. It was very calm, and when the gunnery officer reported the hit, it was just as if he was giving a normal routine report. I have stressed the unreality, and it was – it just didn’t seem as if such a thing could be happening to us. The fear was there, without doubt, but control of that fear is something that one was forced to do.

After the hit, you heard the screams and noise resulting from the carnage. The ship started listing to starboard, then righted herself and then started going over to port, and carried on going over. At the same time, the quartermaster reported, ‘Steering gear gone, sir,’ and the captain ordered the change-over to emergency conning and by that time she was going over. We realised that she wasn’t coming back. There was no order given to abandon ship. It wasn’t necessary. She’d gone over about 45 degrees when we realised she wasn’t coming back and started to make our way out. I started to make my way to the door of the compass platform, and as I got to that door with the gunnery officer in front of me, the navigating officer stood to one side to let me go ahead.

I was about halfway down the ladder to the admiral’s bridge when I was dragged into the water. I realised there was a deck head above me and I just had to get away from it as fast as I could. I also felt myself being dragged down. Again, you can get to such a stage when you can’t do anything, and I felt myself being dragged down and down and down, and I just couldn’t do any more; I couldn’t do anything about it. I felt quite a feeling of peace; it sounds ridiculous, I know, but it was a feeling of peace and calm. Then I suddenly shot to the surface and I came up and looked around: the ship was vertical with the water and B turret was just going under so that the two for’ard turrets and the whole of the bow were vertical with the water and about 50 yards away from me. And I panicked and swam as fast as I could away. The water was covered with a four-inch-thick layer of oil.

There were lots of three-foot-square Carley life-saving rafts floating around and I managed to get on one of these. And then when I looked around, she’d gone; the mighty Hood had sunk without trace. There was a fire on the water with all the oil around and again I panicked and paddled away, sprawled on the Carley raft. Fortunately, when I looked around, the fire had gone out. There were two others on Carley rafts, and we swam towards each other, Midshipman Bill Dundas and Able Seaman Bob Tilburn. We managed to hold on to each other’s rafts for a while. We saw Prince of Wales disappearing still firing, because a ship in action won’t stop to pick up survivors. She had apparently reported to the Admiralty: Hood sunk, very little hope of survivors.

It was now desperately quiet, calm almost. But we couldn’t understand it. There was no one else splashing around, not a soul. I also saw in the distance the tops of the three funnels of one of our cruisers and they then disappeared. We floated around, and after a while hypothermia set in and I just wanted to go to sleep. Tilburn said he could hear a flying boat, and we looked up and there was a Catalina approaching. We waved and shouted and splashed the water, but they didn’t see us. The next thing I knew was Bill Dundas shouting. There was a destroyer ahead. I looked up and saw H27 approaching, and I started shouting and the other two joined in with me. Well, there were two destroyers and apparently the commander-in-chief just couldn’t believe that there was little hope of survivors and he’d sent them to search the area and so we were picked up. We were unable to move they dropped scrambling nets over the side and seamen jumped in to help us up.

The chief bosun’s mate threw a rope and I hung on to it. He shouted, ‘Don’t let go of that.’ And I shouted back, ‘You bet your bloody life I won’t.’ Anyway, we were pulled out, our clothing cut off, and wrapped in blankets. Bill Dundas was taken to the wardroom and myself and Bob Tilburn were taken to the sickbay. When we came round a bit, we were taken to the mess deck and applied with lots and lots of rum to warm us up, and it also had the effect of helping me dispose of the oil I had swallowed by throwing up.

It transpired we were the only three survivors [out of the ship’s company of 1,421]. Bill Dundas had managed to get out by kicking out one of the armour-plated windows on the compass platform. How he managed it, God alone knows, although he did sprain his ankle. Bob Tilburn had the most miraculous escape. He was on the boat deck and went over on the port side. One of the roof aerials which had broken loose tangled round his legs under water and he had to take his knife out to cut himself free.

We were taken to Reykjavik, where we landed up at the military hospital. The padre came to see us and we sent telegrams to our relatives. We were informed that we would be sent back to the UK in one of the ferries which operated between Iceland, Royal Ulsterman. We were put aboard her the following day, segregated into cabins, Bob and I in one and Bill in the other, and told we had not to talk to anyone. When we got back to Greenock, we were met by an officer, taken to the night-train bound for London and again told we should not talk to anyone about the sinking. We were met at the station in London by an officer in a car and taken to the Admiralty at about six in the morning, given breakfast and told that we were going to be interviewed by the Second Sea Lord, Vice-Admiral Whitworth. When we were ushered into him, he had tears in his eyes. He remembered me from when he was on Hood.

We all gave our versions, and we were told again not to talk to anyone until the court of inquiry, three months later. We also told him how we were dragged down and then shot to the surface and they came to the conclusion that a boiler had burst under water and we got caught in an air bubble and came up with that. But there wasn’t another soul [who survived], not another living soul, and the only thing that we can think of was that most of those on the upper deck would have been killed or maimed by the first hit and those below decks wouldn’t have stood a hope. Those on the upper deck would have been taken care of by suction.

As to the weaknesses in the ship’s armour, we knew nothing about that. I don’t think many people did, with the possible exception of the senior officers. But it was always intended that that weakness should be rectified, but in peacetime she could never be spared from flag-waving duties and in wartime it was impossible because of the length of time it would have taken to get the job done.

As to her sinking, it was always intended that Hood and Prince of Wales and the two cruisers would take on Prinz Eugen and the destroyers would come up behind to carry out torpedo attacks as necessary. But things moved with such bewildering rapidity when battle was joined. From the time we opened fire to the time Hood was fatally hit was about five minutes and she went down in three minutes from the time she was hit to when she disappeared.

Ted’s story is just one of many displaying the unique courage of men (and now women) at sea in the ensuing pages . . .
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