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SINKING OF THE GERMAN BATTLESHIP
BISMARCK ON 271H MAY, 1094T.

The following Despatch was submitted to the
Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty on the
s5th July, 1941, by Adwmiral Sir JOHN C.
FOVEY, K.C.B., D.S.0., Commander-in-
Chief, Home Fleet. ;

Home Fleet,
. 5th July, 1941.

Be pleased to lay before the Lords Commis-
sioners of the Admiralty the following despatch
covering the operations leading to the sinking
of the German battleship BISMARCK on
Tuesday, 27th May, 1941. All times are zone
minus 2.

First Reports of Enemy.

2. In the second week of May an unusual
amount of German air reconnaissance between
Jan Mayen Island and Greenland was noticed.
It seemed possible that the object of this recon-
naissance was to locate the ice-limits either
with a view to an attack on Jan Mayen Island,
or to assist some ship to break in or out of
the North Sea, through the Denmark Strait.
On 14th May, accordingly, I asked the Flag
Officer-in-Charge, Iceland, for a report of the
ice conditions round Jan Mayen Island. The
report showed that the approach was possible
only from between south and scuth-west, with
ice blocking all other directions. Reports of
troop movements in Norway, a false alarm of
an air invasion of Iceland and an air reconnais-
sance of Scapa Flow all continued to direct my
attention towards the Denmark Strait; and on
18th May I instructed SUFFOLK, who was cn
patrol, to keep a special watch on the passage
in both directions close to the ice. The Rear-
Admiral Commanding, First Cruiser Squadron,

in H.M.S. NORFOLK, sailed from Hvalfiord

the next day and relieved SUFFOLK, who
returned to- Hvalfiord to refuel.

3. Early on 21st May a report was received
of 11 merchant vessels and, 2 heavily-screened
large warships .northbound in the Kattegat the
day before. Later in the day the warships
were located at Bergen and identified from air

-photographs as one Bismarck class battleship

and one Hipper class cruiser. There were in-
dications that these two were contemplating a
raid on the ocean trade routes (Admiralty
message 1828 /21st May) though, if this were so,
it seemed unlikely that they would stop at a
place so convenient for air reconnaissance as
Bergen. Two other pointers were a report (un-
reliable) of a U-boat, north of Iceland, and an
attack by a German aircraft on Thorshaven
W/T station.

4. The following dispositions were made:—

(2) HOOD (Captain Ralph Kerr, C.B.E.),
flying the flag of Vice-Admiral Lancelot E.
Holland, C.B., Vice-Admiral Commanding,
Battle Cruiser Squadron, and PRINCE, OF
‘WALES (Captain John C. Leach, M.V.0.),
screened by ELECTRA (Commander Cecil
W. May), ANTHONY (Lieutenant-Com-
mander John M. Hodges), ECHO
(Lieutenant-Commander Cecil H. de B.
Newby), ICARUS (Lieutenant-Commander
Colin D. Maud, D.S.C.), ACHATES
(Lieutenant-Commander Viscount Jocelyn),

and ANTELOPE (Lieutenant-Commander -

Roger B. N, Hicks, D.S.0.), were sailed from
Scapa t¢ Hvalfiord.

(6) BIRMINGHAM (Captain Alexander
C. G. Madden) and MANCHESTER
(Captain Herbert A. Packer), on patrol in
the Iceland-Faeroes passage, were ordered
to fuel at Skaalefjord and resume patrol.

(c¢) SUFFOLK (Captain Robert M. Ellis).
who had just arrived at Hvalfiord after being
relieved by NORFOLK (Captain Alfred J. L.
Phillips), flying the flag of Rear-Admiral
William F. Wake-Walker, 'C.B.,, O.B.E.,
Rear-Admiral Commanding, First Cruiser
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Squadron, in the Denmark ' Strait, was
ordered to rejoin the Rear-Admiral Comman-
ding, First Cruiser Squadron, after complet-
ing with fuel. In-order to conserve fuel, this
movement was deferred, SUFFOLK being
sailed to arrive on patrol just before the
earliest possible time of arrival of the enemy,

{4) ARETHUSA (Captain Alex C.
Chapman), who was due at Reykjavik with
the Vice-Admiral Commanding, Orkneys
and Shetlands, on a visit of inspection to
Iceland, was ordered to remain at Hvalfiord
at the disposal of the Rear-Admiral Com-
manding, First Cruiser Squadron.

(e) KING GEORGE V (Captain Wilfrid R.
Patterson, C.V.0.), flying the flag of the
‘Commander-in-Chief, Home Fleet,
GALATEA (Captain Edward W. B. Sim),
flying the flag of Rear-Admiral Alban T. B.
Curteis, C.B., Rear-Admiral Commanding,

Second Cruiser Squadron, AURORA
(Captain William G. Agnew), KENYA
(Captain  Michael M. Denny, C.B.),

NEPTUNE (Captain Rory C. O’Conor),
and the remaining three Home Fleet
destroyers ACTIVE (Lieutenant-:Commander
Michael W. Tomkinson), PUNJABI (Com-
mander Stuart A. Buss, M.V.0.), and
NESTOR (Commander” Conrad B. Alers-
Hankey, D.S.C.), were brought to short
notice at Scapa. INGLEFIELD (Captain
Percy Todd, D.S.O.; Captain (D), Third
Destroyer Flotilla) and INTREPID (Com-

mander Roderick C. Gordon, D.5.0.) arrived *

on 22nd May and joined this force, as did
AERMIONE (Captain Geoffrey N. Oliver)
on completing the repair of her fourth turret.

(f) The sailing of VICTORIOUS (Captain
Henry C. Bovell) and REPULSE (Captain
William G. Tennant, C.B., M.V.0.) in Con-
voy W.S. 8B was cancelled by the Admiralty
and they were placed at the disposal of the
Commander - in - Chief, Home Fleet.
VICTORIOUS was already at Scapa and
REPULSE was ordered to sail from the Clyde
to join.

(g) The submarine MINERVE (Lieutenant
de Vaisseau P. M. Sommeville) on patrol off
South West Norway whs moved to the
vicinity of position 61° 53’ N. 3° 15° E., and
the P.31 (Lieutenant John B. de B. Kershaw)
was sailed from Scapa to patrol west of
Stadtlandet.

(k) A bombing attack by Royal Air Force
aircraft was arranged for the dark hours
and a reconnaissance of the coast from
Trondheim to Kiristiansand South for first
light on 22nd May. Neither of these was
able to establish definitely whether the enemy
was still at Bergen, owing to the fog and low
cloud over the Norwegian coast, but some
of the bombers attacked ships,in harbour.

(§) The Admiralty transferred 828 Squad-

v ron of Albacores to Sumburgh, to attack the
enemy at Bergen. I had hoped to embark
them in VICTORIOUS in place of her
Fulmars, but when it became known that the
enemy had sailed, it was too late to do so.

5. The lack of further news about the enemy’s
movements was disturbing; and the need was
felt of an air patrol similar to ‘‘ Sentinel
(since established) across the route between
Norwegian waters and the Northern -Straits to

+ Bergen harbour,
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report if the enemy left. Here, too, weather
conditions were bad, with large stretches of
fog, but it would have been possible with the
aid of AS.V.* to maintain some sort of
watch. |

6. This state of uncertainty continued until
the evening of 22nd May, when the Command-
ing Officer, R.N. Air Station, Hatston (Captain
Henry L, St.J. Fancourt), on his own initiative,
despatched an aircraft to try to break through .
the fog belt to the Norwegian coast. This air-
craft carried Commander Geoffrey A.
Rotherham, O.B.E., the executive officer of
the station and a Naval observer with much
experience, and was piloted by Lieutenant (A)
Noel E. Goddard, R.N.V.R. Flying almost at
surface level, they succeeded in penetrating
to the fiords and carried out a search of the
position where the enemy ships had been photo-
graphed. Finding nothing there, they examined
under thea fire, and
reported that the ships had sailed. This skilful
and determined reconnaissance is deserving of
the highest praise, as is the initiative of Captain
Fancourt in ordering it. o

22

7. The report of the departure of the war-
ships and convoy reached me at 2000 on 22nd
May and, in view of the qualifications of the
aircraft crew, I had no hesitation in accepting
it, There seemed to be four possible explana-
tions of the enemy’s intentions:— -

(2) The convoy might contain important
military stores for Northern Norway and -
have gone on up the Leads. Movements of
troops to Kirkenes had been reported for
séine weeks,

- (b) The convoy might contain a raiding
force bound for Iceland, possibly with a view
to capturing an aerodrome for operations
against Reykja.vi,}‘g and Hvalfiord. .

(c) The battleship and cruiser might be
trying to break out on to the trade routes.
This theory had the support of Admiralty
intelligence. If it were oorrect, the further
question arose of which passage the enemy
would select. Such information as was avail-
able suggested that on all previous dccasions
the Denmark Strait route had been taken,
and this was therefore considered the most
likely; but the passages between Iceland and
Scotland could not be ruled out, especially
in view of the enemy’s stop at Bergen.

(&) The battleship and cruiser might have
covered an important convoy over the
dangerous sea passage as far as the Inner
Leads, and might now be returning fo the
Baltic.

8. The third possible move carried the greater
menace to our interests and dispositions were
therefore made to meet it. These dispositions
also gave a reasonable possibility of interfering,
before it was too late, with any attempted
landing in Iceland. .

(4) SUFFOLK was sailed to join the Rear-
Admiral Commanding, First Cruiser
Squadron, in the Denmark Strait.

Admiralty footnotes:—

* A.S.V.—radar equipment in aircraft.

t At the request of the Admiralty, Coastal Com-
mand carried out the more southerly air patrols at
this time and there were insufficient A.S.V. aircraft
left to fly any further patrols.
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(6) ARETHUSA was sailed to join MAN-
CHESTER and BIRMINGHAM in the Ice-
land-Faeroes passage. These ships were dis-
posed by MANCHESTER in equal areas
between 61° N. 10° 30° W., and 64° N.
15° W. Five trawlers were on their normal
patrol west of these areas. )

(¢) The Vice-Admiral Commanding, Battle
Cruiser Squadron, with his force then on

¢ to Hvalfiord, was instructed to cover
the patrols in the Denmark Strait and the
Iceland-Faeroes passage, operating north of
62° N.

(d) KING GEORGE V, VICTORIOUS,
GALATEA, AUROCRA, KENYA, HER-
MIONE and seven destroyers sailed from
Scapa at 2245 to cover the passages, operat-
ing south of 62° N. LANCE (Lieutenant-
Commander Ralph W. F. Northcott) was
compelled to return to Scapa with boiler
trouble, but REPULSE and three destroyers
of the Western Approaches Command joined
north-west of the Butt of Lewis on the fore-
noon of 23rd@ May. I had intended to detach
two cruisers to patrol the Faeroes-Shetlands
passage, but I finally decided to keep all four
in company with me.

(¢) Air reconnaissance of all the passages
between Greenland and the Orkneys and of

the Norwegian coast was asked for, as well-

as reconnaissance of forces approaching Ice-
, land. An additional air patrol line about
260 miles west of the Iceland-Faeroes pas-
sage was also established by the Admiral
Commanding Western Approaches,

9. It was desirable that the cruiser patrols
in the passages, and the heavy ships ag well,
should be as nearly complete with fuel as pos-
sible when, the BISMARCK was located. The
problem involved in ensuring this, during the
long period between her Jocation at Bergen and
the report of her departuse, was not an easy one.
If the BISMARCK had chosen the Iceland-
Faerces passage, the cruisers which were sent
to refuel at Skaalefjord would only just have
been in time to intercept her when they resumed
their patrol. The force in company with me
was likewise sailed at the latest possible
moment, for it was obvious that fuel would
become a vital factor before the operation was
completed.

10. The battlefleet proceeded to the north-
westward until reaching latitude 60° N., far
enough north to be in a position to deal with
an attack on Iceland or a possible break back,
and then steered west. There had been an
interval of 29 hours between the time the enemy
was last seen at Bergen and the time they were
found to have left, so no accurate estimation
of their ‘‘ furthest on ** position could be made;
but the time of their first sighting by SUFFOLK
showed later that they must have sailed on the
evening of 21st May, soon after they had been
photographed at Bergen and long before their
departure was discovered.

First Sighting.

I1. The air patrols arranged for 23rd May
were seriously depleted by weather conditions.
Two sorties were carried out in the Iceland-
Faeroes gap, the more westerly one backing it
up was maintained only from 1300 to 1700,
while the Denmark Strait patrol did not fly at
all, though I did not learn of this until later.

A2
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12. The Rear-Admiral Commanding, First
Cruiser S§fiadron, had issued the following
signalled instructions to NORFOLK and
SUFFOLK:—

‘ SUFFOLK is to patrol within R.D.F.*
distance of thie ice-edge on line running north-
east and south-west. Southern end of 3 hour
beat to be on line 310° from Staalbierg Huk.
The time at southern end to be at 2200 and
every 6 hours thereafter. When clear inshore
NORFOLK will patrol about 15 miles abeam
of you. When thick inshore NORFOLK will
patrol to cover inshore passage. NORFOLK
will make contact with you at 1300B/24th
May in position 66° 45" N. 26° W. to check
position. Investigate ice up to minefield on
parting company to-day Friday.”’

13. On the afternoon of 23rd May the atmo-
spheric conditions in the Denmark Strait were
unusual, being clear over and close to the ice,
and misty between the ice and the land.
SUFFOLK took advantage of this to move
further to the eastward across the top of the
minefield than would otherwise have been
prudent and kept close to the edge of the mist
so as to have cover handy if the BISMARCK
were sighted at close range. @ NORFOLK
patrolled 15 miles on the beam of SUFFOLK’s
patrol.

14. Shortly after turning back to the south-
westward on completing her investigation of
the ice-edge, SUFFOLK at 1922 sighted the
BISMARCK, followed by the PRINZ EUGEN,
7 miles on the starboard quarter, steaming the
same course as herself. SUFFOLK made an
enemy report, increased to full speed and
altered to 150° to take cover in the mist and to
make for the gap in the minefield if unable to
round its northern edge. She was able, how-
ever, to keep under cover and to follow the
BISMARCK round the minefield, maintaining
touch by R.D.F. Her alert look-out and the
intelligent use made of the peculiar weather
conditions enabled SUFFOLK, after this short
range sighting, to avoid being engaged. At
2028 she sighted the enemy again, reported
them and once more retired into the mist. At
the same time, NORFOLK, who had mean-
while been closing, also made contact, this time
at a range of 6 miles. The BISMARCK opened
fire, but NORFOLK retired safely under a
smoke screen, though some salvos fell close
enough to throw splinters on board.

15. This report from NORFOLK (2032/23rd
May) was the first intimation that I received
of the ememy being sighted, as none of
SUFFOLK'’s reports up to date had been re-
ceived in the battlefleét. The two cruisers pro-
ceeded to shadow with great skill in very diffi-
cult conditions. There were rain storms, snow
storms, ice floes and mirage effects, which occa-
sionally deceived SUFFOLK into thinking that
the enemy had closed to very short range.
SUFFOLK took up a position on the starboard
quarter of the enemy within R.D.F. range of
the edge of the ice, to ensure that the enemy
could not turn back unseen between her and
the ice; NORFOLK on the port quarter covered
any possible turn to the soathward. The Rear-
Admiral Commanding, First Cruiser Squadron,
reports that a third, smaller, ship was thought

Adwmarally footnote:—
* R.D.F.—radar.
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to be present; but SUFFOLK never saw this
ship and in view of her position it,is considered
that its presence is not established, 'If is curious,
however, that PRINCE OF WALES also ob-
tained 3 echoes soon after meeting the enemy.
It is possible that two separate R.D.F. echoes
were being received from the BISMARCK.
Aircraft from Iceland were also sent to shadow,

and one made a report of enemy’s course and
speed to NORFOLK.

Battle Cruiser Force.

16. HOOD and PRINCE OF WALES and
their screen’ were meanwhile closing at high
speed. Thcy arrived in the vicinity of the
enemy sooner than I had expected. At o203 the
Vice-Admiral Commanding, Battle Cruiser
Squadron turned to a course nearly parallel to
that of the enemy to wait for the relative posi-
tions to become clear and for daylight. The
opposing forces were in close proximity at this

time, and it is possible that the ship sighted by-

NORFOLK at 0229 was the PRINCE OF
WALES. During the rest of the night PRINCE
OF WALES obtained frequent D/F* bearings
of NORFOLK and SUFFOLK and passed them
.in to the Vice-Admiral Commanding, Battle
Cruiser Sauadron. At o340 HOOD and
PRINCE OF WALES increased to 28 knots
and altered in to make contact..

17. It was.the intention of the Vice-Admiral
“Commanding, Battle Cruiser Squadron, that
HOOD and PRINCE OF WALES should
.engage the BISMARCK, leaving the PRINZ
EUGEN to the cruisers, but the Rear-Admiral
Commanding, First Cruiser Squadron, was not
aware that the battle-cruiser force was so near;
NORFOLK and SUFFOLK, therefore, shadow-
ing from the eastward and northward
-respectively at -a range of about 15 miles,
were not in a position to engage the PRINZ
EUGEN who was now sta.’aoned ahead of the,
BISMARCK on a course of 240°.

18. HOOD and PRINCE OF WALES sighted
the enemy at 0535 from a direction just before
his beam and came into action at 0553 steering
to close the range as fas{ as possible. All three
ships opened fire practically simultaneously at
a range of about 25,000 yards. The shooting
of both the HOOD and the BISMARCK was
excellent from the start and both scored hits
almost at once. The BISMARCK’s second or
third salvo started a fire in HOOD in the
vicinity of the port after 4-inch mounting.
This fire spread rapidly and, at o6oo, just after
the ships had turned together to open ‘A’
arcs,} HOOD was straddled again: there was a
huge explosion between the after funnel and the
mainmast and the ship sank in 3 or 4 minutes.
She had fired only 5 or 6 salvos. The loss by
‘one unlucky hit of this famous ship with Vice-
Admiral Lancelot Ernest Holland, C.B.,
Captain Ralph XKerr, C.B.E., and her fine com-
. Ppany, was a grievous blow.

19. PRINCE OF WALES had started off
well for so new and unpractised a ship and
had-straddled with her sixth salvo. She had

been engaging the BISMARCK, while herself

being engaged by the PRINZ EUGEN. After

" Admiralty footnotes'—

* D /F—direction finding.

1 ‘A’ arcs are the arcs on which all guns of a
ship’s main armament will bear, thus allowing them
to fire simultaneously'at the enemy.

o
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emptying her aircraft in preparation for a night
encounter, she had been unable to refuel it in
time to fly off before contact was made. It was
just about to be catapulted when it was hit by
splinters and had to be jettisoned. As soon as
HOOD had been disposed of, the BISMARCK
shifted her main and secondary armament fire
quickly and accurately on to the PRINCE OF
WALLES. The range was now about 18,000
yards and PRINCE OF WALES' starboard
5.25-inch battery had also come into action.
Within a very few minutes she was hit by four
15-inch and three smaller, probably 8-inch
shells; her compass platform was-damaged and
most of the people on it killed or wounded;
both forward H.A. Directors and the starboard
after one were out of action; one four-gunned
turret had jammed and the shipp was holed
underwater aft. The Rear-Admiral Command-
ing, First Cruiser Squadron, reports that
PRINCE OF WALES’ salvos were now falling
short and had a very large spread. The Com-
manding Officer considered it expedient
temporarily to break offi the action and, at
0613, turned away under smoke. The range

-on ceasing fire was 14,600 yards.

20. SUFFOLK reported that the BISMARCK
had suffered three hits, but neither the Rear-
Admiral Commanding, First Cruiser Squadron,
notr PRINCE OF WALES had been able to
observe any hits for certair, though black
smoke had been seen at times. Her fire at any
rate was still very accurate. (It is now known
that she did probably suffer three hits, one of
which caused her to leave an oil track and may
have had .a considerable effect on her

.endurance.)

2I. The Rear-Admiral Commanding, First
Cruiser Squadron, ordered the destroyers in the
area to search for survivors of the HOOD and
told PRINCE OF WALES to remain in com-
pany with him and maintain her best speed.

0720 she had cleared away most of the
debris on the bridge, and resumed conning from
the compass platform; two guns of ‘ Y’ turret
were again in action and her best speed had been
reported as 27 knots.

Decision to Break Off the Action.

22. The Commanding Officer of the PRINCE
OF WALES in his report says:—

. ‘“Some explanation remains to be made
as to my decision to break off the enga;
ment after the sinking of H.M.S. HOOD—
a decision which clearly invites most critical
examination. Prior to the disaster to HOOD
I felt confident that together we could deal
adequately with the BISMARCK and her
‘consort. The sinking of the HOOD obviously
changed the immediate situation, and there
were three “further considerations requiring
to be weighed up, of which the first two had
been in my mind before action was ]omed
namely '—

(a) The practical certamty that owing
to mechanical ‘ teething troubles ' a full
output from the main armament was not to

. be expected.

(b) The working up of the ship after
commissioning had only just reached a
stage where I had felt able to report to
the Commander-in-Chief, Home Fleet, that
I considered her reasonably fit to take part
in service operations. This was the first

9






