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  JUTLAND WAS A truly terrible battle. The festering Anglo-German naval race that had ignited at the turn of the century had

  led to a burning desire in both countries for a naval Armageddon – ‘Der Tag’ – that would settle the command of the seas once and for all. Never had a battle been

  so eagerly craved for so long in advance. Yet when battle commenced on 31 May 1916, two years into the Great War, death came quickly in the grey wastes of the North Sea for thousands of men who

  perished in their ships, blown to pieces in an instant. Others were less fortunate. Trapped behind locked doors and hatches in airtight, and shortly airless, chambers, they died slowly and alone in

  Stygian darkness, as their doomed ships slipped beneath the waves. Unluckiest of all were the mortally wounded, fated to die in miserable, hopeless agony hours, days, or even weeks later. Men had

  their heroic preconceptions ripped apart, just as surely as any shell fragment could flense their limbs. Many of those who survived the battle were left shocked and trembling by the sheer naked

  power of the destructive forces that had been unleashed around them. Yet, despite everything, men of both sides had stuck to their tasks, bolstered by their inculcated naval traditions of cheerful

  acceptance of duty and sacrifice. The Somme and Passchendaele still weave their grim fascination, but, while the deaths of the men in the ‘Pals Battalions’ are morbidly

  ‘celebrated’, the sacrifice of the hapless crews of the Indefatigable, the Queen Mary, the Invincible, the Defence, the Black Prince, the

  Shark, the Ardent and the Broke, to name just a few, are commemorated mainly by a few dramatic photographs that linger round the edges of our folk memory.




  This book aspires to return Jutland to the mainstream of public understanding of the First World War. It examines the whole of the battle from the perspective of the participants of all ranks.

  It attempts to recreate the dramatic intensity of battle in all its awful grandeur: the silent moments of anticipation and fear before the guns opened up, the horrors, the excitements, the

  triumphs, the disasters, the all too sad aftermath as the ships and their crews slid to their last rest beneath the waves and the mind-numbing sense of loss for those left

  behind.




  The Battle of Jutland has mesmerized generations of naval historians. There is just so much for us to argue about. Who, after all, had won? Who was to blame? Could better handling of the Grand

  Fleet have brought the British the crushing victory they craved? Why did British battlecruisers blow up while their German equivalents struggled back to port despite waves lapping over their decks?

  How could a defeat be a victory? Experts have pored over these unresolved issues for most of the past century. In the unresolved technical exchanges between specialists there has been too much

  attention paid to what might have happened and did not and not enough to examining what did happen. We wish to refocus this view of the battle, to move attention away

  from the now sterile controversy and to place it squarely onto the deeds of the men who fought and died at Jutland. Our sources are the voices, now stilled, of those who were actually there.

  Letters, diaries, books, reports, unpublished memoirs, tape-recorded interviews: these are the ocean into which it has been a pleasure to dip.




  Our first port of call, as ever, was the Imperial War Museum. The superb Jutland collection administered by Rod Suddaby (one of the great unsung experts in twentieth-century naval history) and

  his sterling staff in the Department of Documents is second to none. Of his team we would particularly pick out Tony Richards, Amanda Mason and Daniel Scott-Davies, who have been helpful in the

  extreme, despite our numerous sins in following the correct archival procedure. It is a great pleasure to thank our colleagues past and present in the museum’s Sound Archive: Margaret Brooks,

  Kate Johnson, David Lance, Laura Kamel, Jo Lancaster, Nigel de Lee, Richard McDonough, Harry Moses, Lyn Smith, John Stopford-Pickering; not forgetting the ageless, yet now officially aged, Rosemary

  Tudge and Conrad Wood. Together they have created an archive that will one day change perceptions of oral history and is there for anyone to use whatever their interests. We are indebted to Rose

  Gerrard of the Photograph Archive for her able assistance in locating photographs, and to the Keeper, our old confrère Brad King, for permission to reproduce the photographs. Neil

  Young and Terry Charman of the Research and Information Department have been fantastic in making available their photo-research. To them we cheerfully promise a slap-up fish

  supper and a crate of brown ale!




  Among the historians who have donated their life’s work to the IWM, we would particularly like to thank Robert Church, who created a magnificent Jutland archive in the early 1970s that is

  now freely available to other researchers through the museum’s archive. An outstanding example of selfless generosity and dedication to the collective advancement of knowledge, his collection

  is absolutely invaluable to anyone wanting to understand ‘what it was like’. We also salute the work of Henry Baynham, who conducted a series of interviews in his research for his book,

  Men of the Dreadnoughts. The irrepressible Max Arthur has also deposited his valuable collection of recordings with the Sound Archive.




  One book, published in two separate editions, provided immeasurable assistance. This was compiled by H. W. Fawcett & G. W. W. Hooper, The Fighting at Jutland: The Personal Experiences of

  Forty-Five Officers and Men of the British Fleet (London: Macmillan, 1921). Other invaluable books were: Julian Corbett, Naval Operations, Vol.III; Arthur J. Marder, From

  Dreadnought to Scapa Flow, Vol.III, Jutland and After (London: OUP, 1966); Holloway H. Frost, The Battle of Jutland (Annapolis: US Naval Institute, 1936); John Campbell,

  Jutland: An Analysis of the Fighting (London: Conway Maritime Press, 1998); and last but by no means least, Andrew Gordon, The Rules of the Game (London: John Murray, 2000). We

  would urge everyone to buy these books if they want to breathe in themselves the authentic salty spray of Jutland.




  The Library and Manuscript staff of the National Maritime Museum are truly remarkable and deserve our collective thanks for preserving in aspic the authentic flavour of the late

  nineteenth-century Royal Navy. We would also thank Richard Davies and the staff who administer the Liddle Collection, freely available as a public resource within Special Collections, Brotherton

  Library, Leeds University. Particular thanks are owed to the Library Assistant Sarah George, who was patience personified.




  German time was two hours ahead and we have therefore taken the pragmatic step of converting all times to ‘British’ time. We should add that this is as much to avoid

  confusion in our own ragged minds as those of our readers! The timings throughout can only be held to be approximately accurate to within a minute or so and generally represent an average. As contemporary records are clearly not in chronological alignment it is not possible to produce precise timings. The maps also represent a diagrammatic representation of the

  squadron and ship movements. It is salutary to note that recent diving teams have reported the wreck of the Indefatigable to be some 5 miles to the west of where it should have been

  according to Admiralty calculations. Once again the multiple and often contradictory contemporary positional reports serve only to cloud, rather than clarify, the issue. In cases of doubt we have

  invariably made an assessment based on the balance of probability – which is really all anyone can now do.




  In the writing and production of this book we would like to thank that promising novelist Keith Lowe and his team of designers at Cassell Military for their skill, patience and forbearance for

  deadlines missed. This book was originally commissioned by Angus McKinnon and we are grateful for his inspirational advice and encouragement. His successor, Ian Drury, has also been quietly

  supportive. As ever, with Cassell it has been a pleasure to deal with people who understand. Our good friends Bryn ‘Tanky’ Hammond and Polly Napper were kind enough to read and comment

  on the manuscript; their help was invaluable, especially as it was unpaid! Lily Hart was the soul of forbearance throughout the whole writing process.




  Finally, we would like to dedicate this book to Wireman 2nd Class Francis Askins, just one of the 1,266 who lost their lives aboard the Queen Mary but who is, even now, generations

  later, occasionally in the thoughts of his now distant descendants. Let us follow their lead and remember the sacrifice of the men of Jutland, not in wholly inappropriate paroxysms of grief, but

  coolly, in recognition of lives cut sadly short before their time. He is formally commemorated on the Portsmouth Naval Memorial. On a personal note we would also dedicate it to the memory of

  Peter’s mother and father, Ruth and Les Hart, who have both died in the last two years. Average life spans are created by the millions who die far too soon for those who loved them in times

  of both war and peace.
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CHAPTER ONE





  THE LONG WAIT




   




   




   




   




  IN 1914 THE ROYAL NAVY had a lot to lose.

  Britain’s fleet had attained its position of global pre-eminence during the succession of maritime wars that had rumbled on throughout the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries and culminated

  in the final defeat of a combined French and Spanish fleet at the battle of Trafalgar in 1805. While post-Napoleonic Europe slowly recovered from the ravages of war, Britain, free of Continental

  entanglements, exploited its undisputed control of the seas to ensure that the British Empire was in a pole position in the race to gain colonies and dominate large sections of the globe. The key

  was the sheer mobility and speed of naval intervention. The well-timed arrival of even just a single ‘gunboat’ could often settle a localized dispute before it got out of hand, long

  before other nations could begin to react. The Continental European powers found that, despite their large armies, their far-flung colonies only existed on sufferance and could not be seriously

  defended in a war with the British. Only the Royal Navy could move troops in almost total security around the globe. This naval ascendancy was maintained by having overwhelming numbers of all the

  types of ships that could possibly be required by a nation at war, ranging from the most modern battleships right through to the ubiquitous sloops and gunboats. The supremacy was so absolute that

  no one country could have a chance of naval victory against the Royal Navy.




  By the end of the nineteenth century, naval experts had had time to consider how this maritime supremacy came into being. The first great sage was an officer of the United States Navy, Alfred T.

  Mahan, based at the US Naval War College. Mahan examined maritime policy and naval battles to seek the underlying reasons for the stunning success of the Royal Navy. He believed that to become a

  maritime power a country must steep itself in the sea in peacetime. Naval strength was rooted in and indivisible from a thriving maritime base of commerce and associated industries. There was, of

  course, no better way of achieving this than by the acquisition and commercial exploitation of colonies. To prepare for war, foresight was required to amass and maintain a navy

  of a size commensurate with the amount of merchant shipping and commercial interests that depended on the freedom of the seas. Furthermore, appropriate naval bases would be needed across the globe

  wherever the navy might be required to operate. The ultimate aim was to ensure that even amidst war, trade routes would be unaffected by enemy action. In essence this is what Great Britain had done

  and its traditional adversaries – Spain, Holland and France – had not. By failing to recognize the enduring importance of sea power, these nations allowed much of their empires to slip

  through their fingers.




  Mahan was no mere materialist; he did not believe that simply having a certain number of ships and sailors would logically secure success. He maintained that the British had won many of their

  key battles because of the characteristics of dynamic leadership or the ‘warrior spirit’ inculcated in their admirals. Naval leadership had to be developed by the informed study of the

  lessons of past campaigns, within an overall culture that encouraged the rise of the courageous, self-confident and skilful commander, who would in turn be unafraid to share his

  ‘secrets’ with the next generation of officers. For Mahan, the ideal of leadership reached its apogee with the incomparable Horatio Nelson.




  

    

      

        Nelson, for the most part, shone upon the battlefield by his tactical combinations, by the rapidity and boldness with which he carried out plans previously laid, or, on

        occasion, by the astonishing coup d’oeil and daring with which, in unforeseen crises, he snatched and secured escaping victory.1




        Alfred Mahan


      


    


  




  Mahan’s doctrines were widely accepted and were seized upon both by various interested governments and by a generation of naval officers across the globe. In a sense, he

  supplied a template for any naval power that considered a challenge to the British hegemony. However, for the most part these acolytes ignored much of the more sophisticated thinking that informed

  his analysis and focused instead on the simple premise that it was the duty of a navy to seek out the opposing fleet, defeat them in a decisive battle and thereby secure ‘command of the

  sea’.




  The other great naval strategist who influenced naval thinking at the turn of the century was a British historian, Sir Julian Corbett, a lifelong civilian who nevertheless

  wielded great influence by means of his lectures to naval officers at the Royal Naval College, Greenwich. Inspired by his intensive study of the great military strategist Carl von Clausewitz,

  Corbett also studied the lessons of British naval supremacy. He adopted a more pragmatic approach than Mahan to the problems of conducting war at sea, which he eventually published in 1911 as

  Some Principles of Maritime Strategy. Corbett was less sanguine about the possibility of obtaining outright ‘command of the sea’, which he defined as the control of maritime

  communications, pointing out the impossibility of being everywhere at once across the limitless oceans. This uncertainty would be particularly acute if the weaker power chose not to engage in a

  decisive fleet action, but remained inviolate in harbour as a ‘fleet in being’, thus continuing to contest the ‘command of the sea’ from a position of safety. Many of

  Mahan’s followers could not conceive of such a situation and the romantic cachet of the inevitable decisive battle seduced many otherwise sensible officers. But there were many attractions

  for the weaker naval power in not sacrificing its fleet in such an action. For a ‘fleet in being’ could render invasion almost impossible; by effective use of surprise a partial

  ‘command of the sea’ could be obtained temporarily in a specific location; it could demand the attention of the bulk of a stronger navy while sending out specially built commerce

  raiders to disrupt the sea lanes; while any attack on its harbour fastness would inevitably expose the superior naval power to such risks that its superiority would be forfeited. Corbett also

  clearly delimited the boundaries of maritime power. Although he believed it was of the utmost importance, in the end, to resolve a conflict, success on land was eventually required to secure any

  gains that might have been achieved by the wielding of naval power. True ‘command of the seas’ depended on decisive military victory on land.




  Having highlighted some of the problems that existed in adopting a pure ‘Mahanian’ approach, Corbett proposed partial solutions based on the power of the blockade and indirect

  attacks. An effective blockade could produce ‘command of the sea’ by confining an enemy’s naval fleet and commercial marine in harbour. It would not be uncontested. There might be

  breaches. But much of the military and commercial fruits of maritime supremacy could then be harvested as long as the blockade held. In the meantime, behind the line of the

  blockade, a vigorous policy of ‘limited war’ and ‘indirect’ attacks could harass the enemy coastline, threaten any overseas colonies and relieve pressure on the decisive

  theatre of land operations by distracting attention to secondary campaigns on the periphery of the enemy’s sphere of control.




  Corbett’s theories, it can be seen with the passage of time, were built on the grounding principles already established by Mahan. Corbett did not contradict Mahan, but merely added a layer

  of reasoning to establish an alternative naval policy should the enemy fail to oblige in turning up for a decisive battle at the convenience of the stronger maritime nation. It is often forgotten

  that Mahan’s hero, Nelson, spent two years aboard the Victory pursuing a blockade of the French and Spanish fleets before they were finally brought to account at Trafalgar. In the

  end both Mahan and Corbett were enormously influential, but influenced different schools of officers.




  The balance of power was also changing across the world. By the end of the nineteenth century, Imperial Germany had emerged to pose a new threat to the British Empire. Following the military

  defeat of France in 1871, Germany was unquestionably the leading European Continental military power and already competing vigorously with Britain in the worlds of industry and commerce. Kaiser

  Wilhelm II, who had ascended to the throne in 1888, was a rabid convert to Mahan’s view of the crucial importance of maritime power, and believed that Germany would never be able to reap the

  rewards of its military and industrial strength until it had commensurate naval power. After the appointment of the brilliant Admiral Alfred von Tirpitz as his Secretary of State for Naval Affairs

  in 1897, these ambitions were duly enshrined in the Navy Act passed by the Reichstag in 1898. This announced plans to create a new navy of some nineteen battleships together with a

  mélange of assorted coastal defence vessels and cruisers by 1904. But after the chastening demonstration of German powerlessness to intervene during the British colonial adventures

  in Southern Africa, which culminated in the outbreak of the Boer War in 1899, this estimate was revised to no fewer than thirty-eight battleships in a new Navy Act of 1900. This measure was clearly

  aimed at challenging the British hegemony of the seas.




  

    

      

        To protect Germany’s sea trade and colonies, in the existing circumstances, there is only one means – Germany must have a battle fleet so

        strong that, even for the adversary with the greatest sea power, a war against it would involve such dangers as to imperil his position in the world. For this purpose, it is not absolutely

        necessary that the German battle fleet should be as strong as that of the greatest naval power, because a great naval power will not, as a rule, be in a position to concentrate all its

        striking forces against us. But even if it should succeed in meeting us with considerable superiority of strength, the defeat of a strong German fleet would so substantially weaken the enemy

        that, in spite of a victory he might have obtained, his own position in the world would no longer be secured by an adequate fleet.2




        Memorandum, Naval Act, 1900


      


    


  




  This theory developed by Tirpitz has become known as the ‘Risk Fleet Theory’. It was based on the expectation that Britain would not dare to take on the German fleet

  for fear of exposing itself to its other enemies. The old rule of thumb had been to ensure that the British possessed a fleet large enough to face both France and Russia acting in harness –

  the vaunted ‘Two Power Standard’. The expansion of the German Navy made this irrelevant and would eventually force Great Britain to seek Continental alliances.




  The Admiralty response to the increased pressure was amazingly bold. For the long years of superiority wielded by the Royal Navy had not brought it peace of mind. In between the death of Nelson

  and the outbreak of the First World War, the Royal Navy managed to generate a quite staggering amount of internecine conflict. Every development in the design and nature of its ships was endlessly

  agonized over: the abandonment of sail for steam engines; the introduction of breech-loading guns; the removal of extraneous masts; the introduction of turrets and barbettes; the correct response

  to the threats to battleships posed by torpedoes, submarines, mines and destroyers. All were the focus of intense controversy. The nature of tactics was the subject of endless debate, with

  separate, but related, mayhem over the form and nature of the Signal Book, by which means the ships of the line were guided in their manoeuvring. Nothing was simple; nothing could be taken for

  granted. Common sense was just another weapon of debate to be twisted to the protagonist’s own point of view. What had befallen Nelson’s ‘Band of

  Brothers’?




  In essence, they had been traumatized by the incredible pace of scientific progress throughout the nineteenth century and the awful prospect that the Royal Navy could take a wrong technological

  turning. Many officers feared that some crucial new development could be missed and the fleet mortally embarrassed in facing an opposition armed with superior weapons. Others felt it would be

  equally disastrous to abandon the tried and tested for the possible culs de sac of the unproven. To confuse matters further, the progressives and traditionalists were fragmented and cross-cut

  depending on the matter at hand. In this febrile atmosphere, professional rivalries and imagined slights came to have a life of their own that transcended naval politics into the realm of lifelong

  personal feuds, with acolytes cheering on the main protagonists from the metaphorical sidelines. The tensions were so great that at some points it seemed almost impossible to guess what form a

  fighting ship of the future would take.




  In these circumstances it might have been supposed that the Admiralty would be cautious in responding to the new German challenge. Yet, under the guiding hand of the First Sea Lord, Sir John

  Fisher, this very tension was used as the catalyst to achieve a root and branch revolution in the design of battleships. Recent advances in gunnery had greatly increased the effective range and

  accuracy of the guns, triggered in part by the necessity of getting out of torpedo range. As the ranges increased, the mixed armaments of 12-inch, 9.2-inch and 6-inch guns carried by the typical

  battleship at the turn of the century were increasingly called into question. The new techniques placed much importance on firing guns in salvo and straddling the target, but this process was

  hopelessly confused when a ship fired a mixture of gun calibres at the same time. What was required was an armament of eight or more guns of the same calibre. As heavier guns were relatively more

  accurate, and the shells naturally more devastating, the answer lay in an ‘all-big-gun’ ship: and so the Dreadnought was born with her ten 12-inch guns disposed to allow an

  eight-gun broadside. Such an armament would have rendered the Dreadnought so slow that she would have been unable to catch her more lightly armed contemporaries, had not the Admiralty

  commissioned another startling innovation in the method of propulsion. To get the speed that would allow the new ship to catch her victims, the new Parsons turbine engines were

  to be used, generating the then unprecedented speed for a British battleship of 21 knots. The defensive armour plating was less exceptional, although well up to prevailing standards, and strict

  regimes of watertight compartmentation were observed beneath the water-line. Once conceived, the Dreadnought was built in great secrecy in exactly a year and a day, instead of the usual

  three years, another phenomenal achievement. Suddenly, on 3 October 1906, when she sailed for her sea trials, all the navies of the other great powers, built at such enormous cost, were outdated.

  Magnificent ships that embodied the national pride of their countries overnight became belittled as mere ‘pre-dreadnoughts’.




  This sea change was not without risk for the British. Their huge numerical supremacy was rendered almost irrelevant at a stroke. Yet there were many advantages in deliberately instigating the

  revolution in naval design before a competing nation had a chance to seize the initiative. While the British assessed their prize and commissioned new dreadnoughts, foreign navies were forced to

  suspend their naval programmes and go back to the drawing board to design their own dreadnoughts from scratch. The Germans were faced with a choice of either abandoning their naval ambitions or

  embracing a stupendous new investment. They chose once again to challenge directly the Royal Navy. But it was not until July 1907 that the Germans could begin work on their first dreadnoughts. Even

  then they had to widen and deepen the Kiel Canal, which linked the Baltic and the North Sea, a task that would not be completed until the summer of 1914. When the mists cleared the British had once

  more secured their lead.




  The Dreadnought was not the only innovative new ship launched on a startled naval world. Fisher, who strongly believed that speed was the most effective form of defence, had also

  instigated development of a new class of armoured cruiser that would in time become known as the battlecruiser. This new type would also have a uniform heavy armament, this time eight 12-inch guns,

  but instead of the thick armour plating of the Dreadnought, they were to be lightly protected, relying on their exceptional speed of 25 knots to whisk them away from danger. The

  battlecruisers were intended to sweep the seas clear of foreign cruisers, which would find themselves unable either to fight or to escape. The first battlecruiser was the Invincible,

  completed in 1908. The Invincible created much interest but the whole battlecruiser concept was deeply flawed from the start. The very strength of their massed 12-inch

  firepower created an irresistible temptation to use them as the fast wing of the battle fleet. Yet here they would inevitably encounter heavy shells from the enemy dreadnoughts that could easily

  penetrate their thin armour. And the question remained: what would happen when they met their inevitable direct equivalents that would be capable of the same speed? The Germans attempted to preempt

  the Invincible while she was on the stocks by building the Blücher armed with twelve 8.2-inch guns, in the apparent belief that the Invincible would only have eight

  9.2-inch guns. Although the Germans got off on the wrong foot, they actually then came up with a better-balanced design for their subsequent battlecruisers. They were just as fast, but they

  incorporated a far superior overall level of armour protection. In the end they would test to destruction Fisher’s dictum that speed is its own armour.




  The naval race between Britain and Germany escalated remorselessly in the first decade of the twentieth century as each side sought to match and exceed the building programme of the other. The

  competition poisoned relationships between the two countries and forced Britain into ever closer informal links with its two former enemies, France and Russia. The Entente Cordiale was born and

  plans for military and naval co-operation in the event of war were hesitantly sketched out between the erstwhile rivals. Each successive class of dreadnoughts raised the stakes just as they

  increased in overall size, hitting power, armour and speed. Gunnery ranges expanded; new methods of fire control of ever-increasing sophistication were developed. Soon the Dreadnought

  herself was teetering on the brink of relative obsolescence.




  In June 1914 the assassination of Archduke Franz Ferdinand of Austria lit the fuse that would explode Europe into the First World War. The escalating diplomatic crisis was rooted in the Balkans,

  but spread quickly across the whole of Europe. As nations teetered on the brink of war, the Admiralty had a slightly jaundiced view of the man in situ aboard his flagship the Iron

  Duke as Commander-in-Chief of the Home Fleet. Admiral Sir George Callaghan, a respected senior officer, had been in command since 1911 and had already had the normal two-year period of tenure

  extended until October 1914. However, it was precisely Callaghan’s age that lay at the root of the problem. The Admiralty felt that at 62 he was simply too old to be

  entrusted with the onerous duty of wielding his country’s main weapon in a war that would, one way or another, shape the twentieth century. It was these fears that caused Winston Churchill,

  the First Lord of the Admiralty, to appoint Sir John Jellicoe, then the Second Sea Lord, as second in command of the fleet. The stated intention was that Jellicoe would take over command of the

  fleet in the normal course of events when Callaghan had finished his term of office. But Jellicoe had long been marked for greater things.




  John Jellicoe was born on 5 December 1859. His family had a variety of naval connections and he was duly sent as a cadet to the training ship Britannia at the tender age of 12. His

  tuition had its origins in the age of sail but Jellicoe thrived, passing out in 1874. His instruction had by no means finished but, by dutiful attention to his studies and duties, he invariably did

  well as he progressed through the ranks of junior officers. He eventually specialized in gunnery and soon caught the attention of Fisher, who was then commanding the Excellent gunnery

  school. Jellicoe spent the next few years divided between postings to experimental ships and ashore at the Excellent on Whale Island. In 1889 he acted as an assistant to Fisher on his

  appointment as Director of Naval Ordnance at the Admiralty. Jellicoe’s mixture of intelligence and sheer hard work ensured that he reached the rank of commander in 1891. After his promotion

  he went back to sea as executive officer, first aboard the Sans Pareil and then on the Victoria, then the flagship of the Mediterranean Fleet. This plum posting could have been

  the end of him.




  On 22 June 1893, as Jellicoe lay below decks in his bed struck down by a fever, Admiral Sir George Tryon committed a gross blunder in manoeuvring his fleet as he ordered the leading ships in

  each of the two columns to turn inwards, so that they were heading straight for each other. His subordinates failed for a variety of reasons to correct this elementary error, or indeed to take the

  necessary evasive action, and as a result the ram of the Camperdown crunched into the side of the Victoria, which duly heeled over and sank. Jellicoe, against the odds, was

  rescued from the water, although Tyron and many others perished. It was the low point of the Victorian navy and demonstrated the inherent inflexibility of mind of many, if not most, of its senior

  officers. They had been brought up and drilled to believe that their admiral was second only to God, with near papal infallibility. The inevitable consequences of such mental

  atrophy would bedevil the fleet for many long years.




  Jellicoe’s manifold qualities were recognized by the replacement Mediterranean Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Sir Michael Culme-Seymour, who selected him to serve as his commander aboard the

  new flagship, Ramillies. After a successful three-year commission, Jellicoe was made a captain and his gunnery specialization was reflected in his appointment to the joint service Ordnance

  Committee in 1897. At the end of the year he was made flag captain aboard the Centurion under Vice Admiral Sir Edward Seymour in command of the China Station. Here the naked colonialism of

  Britain, France, Germany and Russia, which were intent on cutting up Imperial China for their mutual profit, not unnaturally stirred up considerable antipathy among the Chinese, which culminated in

  the Boxer Rebellion instigated in mid-1900 by a mysterious, but influential, secret society violently opposed to Western penetration. The European embassy staffs were soon besieged in their Peking

  legations and Jellicoe was appointed Chief of Staff to a makeshift Anglo-German naval brigade sent by train to attempt their rescue in June 1900. As the Chinese Imperial troops began directly to

  assist the insurgent Boxers, the railway line was cut and the mission was perforce abandoned. The retreat was a confused nightmare that nearly cost Jellicoe his life. On 21 June he led an attack on

  a Chinese village which blocked their retreat alongside the banks of the Pei-Ho River.




  

    

      

        I was hit on the left side of the chest, the shock turning me half round. I thought my left arm had gone. Sat down on a stone, and Cross, Gunnery Instructor, came and cut

        away the sleeve of tunic and shirt and helped me behind a house where I lay down. After a bit Dr Sibbald came up and bandaged wound and told me that he thought I was finished. I made my will

        on a bit of paper and gave it to my coxswain. I was spitting up a lot of blood and thought the wound probably mortal.3




        Captain John Jellicoe, HMS Centurion, China Station


      


    


  




  Jellicoe was successfully evacuated and the doctor’s gloomy prognostications proved wrong as he made a good recovery, although he carried the bullet in his left lung for

  the rest of his life.




  In 1901 he returned to England, where he was appointed as assistant to the Third Sea Lord and Controller, Sir William May. His role was to inspect the work of the various

  shipbuilders responsible for work on naval ships. His next sea command was as captain of the armoured cruiser Drake where, as might be expected, he showed great interest in absorbing the

  new techniques of gunnery with particular reference to the introduction of firing practice at much longer ranges than had been previously considered practical. In 1904 he was summoned back by

  Fisher to work on the committee charged with developing the plans for the Dreadnought. In 1905 Jellicoe was made Director of Naval Ordnance at the Admiralty with a special responsibility

  for overseeing the design and production of the heavy guns required for the dreadnoughts. Promoted to rear admiral in 1907, he went to sea aboard the Albemarle as second in command of the

  Atlantic Fleet, before returning to the Admiralty as Controller in 1908. Here he dealt with the many problems in trying to expand Britain’s capacity to produce dreadnoughts during the height

  of the naval race with Germany.




  Jellicoe was an admirer of German design and shipbuilding skills and warned repeatedly that German ships were utilizing their greater beam to carry more armour and secure superior underwater

  subdivision and compartmentation, making them far harder to sink than their British counterparts. He commissioned floating docks to repair damaged vessels, which would ease the possible pressure on

  the limited availability of suitable dock provision. He also raised pertinent questions about the quality of British shells. His capacity for sheer hard work was invaluable under a relentless

  pressure that might have broken a lesser man.




  In 1910 he went back to sea, first in command of the Atlantic Fleet, and then in command of the 2nd Division of the Home Fleet under Sir George Callaghan. As he hoisted his flag in the

  Hercules, Jellicoe was, for the first time, serving aboard one of the dreadnoughts that would hold the fate of the country within their compass. During his command he was involved in the

  trials of the new ‘director’ firing systems for the main armament, which sought to direct and concentrate the fire of the multiple turrets on a dreadnought by the controlling hand of a

  single gunnery officer stationed high in the ship. Fisher and Churchill had by this stage clearly identified Jellicoe as the ‘new Nelson’ who would lead the Royal Navy to victory in the

  Armageddon that was envisaged in the near future.




  Late in 1912 Jellicoe returned as Second Sea Lord to the Admiralty. Here he had to deal with the rumbustious character of Churchill, who was never one to let protocol

  dictate the limits of his powers or influence. The two were in conflict in many areas, but it is a testament to Jellicoe’s tact and reasonableness that they never actually fell out. Indeed,

  when Jellicoe was given leave of absence to take command of the Red Fleet against the Blue Fleet commanded by Callaghan in the naval exercises of 1913, he did so well that once again the full

  sunlight of Churchill’s approbation shone upon him. Jellicoe was the ‘coming man’, although he himself was not aware of how soon he would be thrust into the very front rank.




  The gathering war clouds caused the Admiralty to cancel the scheduled dispersal of the fleet, which had by good fortune just undergone a rigorous test mobilization and was gathered together at

  full strength for a formal inspection by George V at Spithead on 17 July 1914. It would remain together and indeed began the move to its war stations at Scapa Flow. This disposition was another

  radical departure from tradition.




  The Royal Navy had been weaned on a diet of close blockade. Its ‘storm-tossed’ ships had stood off French and Spanish ports throughout the endless wars that disfigured the elegant

  façade of the eighteenth century. Yet the emergence of the submarine as a credible weapon of war had left this policy in tatters; nothing, it seemed, could prevent the submarine from

  sneaking out of port to prey on the ‘tethered goats’ of any close blockading fleet. To this was added the ever-increasing threat posed by fast destroyers. Modern ships did not use the

  endlessly renewable wind power to fill their sails, but instead had to return to port regularly to take aboard coal or oil to power their vast engines. These problems were clearly discerned, but

  the ingrained traditional methods of warfare took some shifting and it was with considerable reluctance that the close blockade was abandoned in 1912. Wild schemes continued to emerge, such as an

  idea promulgated by Churchill to capture the offshore German island of Borkum as a forward base. Yet the eventually adopted policy of distant blockade was almost thrust upon it by circumstances of

  geography. The British Isles themselves effectively blockaded in the Germans, lying as they did four-square across the sea routes to Germany. Only two gaps remained. The English Channel to the

  south was narrow, only around 20 miles across at the Straits of Dover, and easily blocked by a combination of a strong minefield barrage patrolled by smaller ships and backed

  up by the nineteen second-line pre-dreadnoughts of the Channel Fleet. To the north, the 200 miles between Scotland and Norway would be patrolled by a force of cruisers. Meanwhile, the main battle

  fleet would be concentrated in the huge natural harbour of Scapa Flow, tucked away in the Orkneys. From here it could protect the cruiser line and sweep down as required into the North Sea if the

  German fleet should dare to emerge from harbour. Directly facing the German North Sea ports was the strong Harwich Force made up of fast light cruisers and destroyers charged with the task of

  patrolling the southern reaches of the North Sea and linking up with either the Channel Fleet or the battle fleet as required. This policy was almost pure Corbettism. It ceded absolute

  ‘control’ of the North Sea, which could not be achieved without insupportable risks, but it secured for Great Britain almost all the benefits of control of the wider oceans across the

  globe. The blockade was secure, the German fleet was effectively under house arrest and the impasse could not be broken unless it successfully assaulted its ‘jailor’ in a major fleet

  action.




  Jellicoe was ordered north to join the fleet at Scapa. Churchill had already made him aware that he might well be appointed Commander-in-Chief should war break out. Jellicoe was appalled at the

  prospect. He had always liked and respected Sir George Callaghan, with whom he had served, and, although he had natural ambitions to command the fleet, he felt the timing could not have been worse.

  The anguish that would be caused to Callaghan by his removal, just at the moment when it seemed that his whole career would be fulfilled by wartime command, mortified the embarrassed Jellicoe. But

  it was not mere sentiment, or the feelings of an old friend and comrade, that made Jellicoe blanch. He was keenly aware that morale is a key element in warfare. If there was even a sneaking

  suspicion within the fleet that he had in any way connived to get the command, he could expect little loyalty from his aggrieved new subordinates. In battle this might be disastrous. The very

  concept of changing command at the point of war was inadvisable on principle. How could Jellicoe be expected to be as familiar with the intricate make-up of the fleet and its officers as its

  commander for the last three years? He could boast only a cursory knowledge of the detailed war plans and dispositions. Jellicoe sent multiple telegrams to the Admiralty

  attempting to persuade them of the irrationality of what they proposed, but they remained adamant. Finally, on 4 August as Britain entered the war, despite his vehement protests Jellicoe was

  ordered to open his secret orders and so take command of the battle fleet, henceforth to be renamed the Grand Fleet. He would be the man charged with the onerous responsibility of delivering the

  new Trafalgar that the British people expected and demanded. And so, as Jellicoe took over his staff, his flagship and his fleet, Callaghan left the pages of history.




  The Grand Fleet that Jellicoe inherited was a formidable force, the concentrated essence of British naval power. It numbered 20 dreadnoughts, 8 pre-dreadnoughts of the King Edward class, 4

  battlecruisers, 21 assorted cruisers and some 42 destroyers. In command of the 1st Battlecruiser Squadron was a man whose future was to become inextricably linked with Jellicoe: Vice Admiral Sir

  David Beatty.




  David Beatty was born on 17 January 1871, the second son of an influential Irish family who had taken root in Cheshire. He passed through Britannia between 1884 and 1885, but achieved

  little of consequence other than a burgeoning reputation for carefree misbehaviour. Family influence brought him a sojourn as midshipman aboard the Alexandria, the then flagship of the

  Mediterranean Fleet, but poor examination results meant that his career was effectively stalled as a lieutenant on a variety of mundane postings that gave no indication of a glowing future. Then,

  in 1896, Beatty had a stroke of luck when he was appointed as second in command of river gunboats sent up the Nile to assist General Sir Herbert Kitchener in the campaign to avenge the death of

  General Charles Gordon and to recapture Khartoum. The first instalment of the protracted campaign was an exciting Boy’s Own Paper affair and after his commanding officer was

  seriously wounded Beatty took over command. His leadership qualities were noticed and he was recalled at Kitchener’s special request when the campaign was resumed in 1897. The river boats had

  a dramatic role scouting along the river ahead of the main army and providing support fire during the many skirmishes which culminated in the battle of Omdurman of 2 September 1898. Beatty’s

  contribution was marked by early promotion to commander and the award of the DSO. His name was made.




  Beatty’s next commission was as executive officer aboard the Barfleur serving on the China Station. Like Jellicoe, Beatty was also drawn into the strange

  farrago of the Boxer Rebellion. Beatty was landed with a party of 150 naval personnel from the Barfleur to strengthen the impromptu naval brigade that was defending Tientsin from a mixed

  force of Chinese regular troops and the revolting Boxers. Once again he seems to have distinguished himself in the fighting until on 19 June 1900 he was wounded in his left arm. He soon discharged

  himself from the confines of hospital and joined an expedition to rescue the remnants of the naval column, which included the wounded Jellicoe. On his return to London the wounded hero courted

  social opprobrium but gained a fortune when he married the extremely wealthy American heiress and recent divorcee Ethel Tree. He did not return to sea until he was appointed as captain aboard a

  series of cruisers between 1902 and 1905. Beatty had advanced far beyond most of his contemporaries and the rapid expansion of the navy kept him ahead of the pack. An Admiralty appointment as the

  Naval Advisor to the Army Council then occupied him from 1905 to 1908. From late 1908 Beatty was in command of the pre-dreadnought Queen as part of the Atlantic Fleet, where he privately

  fulminated against the marked tactical rigidity employed in handling the fleet. Nevertheless, he impressed the powers that be and, on 1 January 1910, he was made an admiral at the age of 38, thus

  mirroring in this at least Nelson’s achievement in 1797. Then in 1911 came a career-threatening spat as the financially secure Beatty refused to accept second fiddle as second in command of

  the Atlantic Fleet. Here he had overreached himself and might well have spent a considerable time ashore without a posting had he not been lucky in the timing of Churchill’s appointment as

  First Lord of the Admiralty in October 1911. Beatty was just the kind of man to appeal to Churchill and in early 1912 he was soon appointed as his naval secretary. Beatty worked hard in his new

  role. He made considerable progress in understanding the new language of naval warfare and had the mental strength to stand up to Churchill where necessary without provoking a fatal falling out.

  Churchill was more than satisfied and exerted his influence once again to appoint his protégé above the heads of many other, more senior officers to the plum command of the

  Battlecruiser Fleet. So it was that on 1 March 1913 Beatty hoisted his flag in the ship that was to become synonymous with his name, the Lion.




  In August 1914 the Grand Fleet was the sharp tip of the British naval iceberg. Elsewhere, scattered across the globe, were hundreds of miscellaneous ships busy on the

  manifold duties of king and empire. In particular, there were three more battlecruisers engaged in their original function of clearing the sea lanes by hunting down Germany’s detached

  cruisers. The battlecruiser Goeben with the light cruiser Breslau were abroad in the Mediterranean, while the German East Asiatic Squadron posed a considerable threat further

  afield. The main German forces were concentrated into the High Seas Fleet, which it was presumed would choose the moment to deploy its full strength of 13 dreadnoughts, 16 pre-dreadnoughts, 5

  battlecruisers, 17 cruisers and 88 destroyers. They were based largely at Wilhelmshaven, Germany’s main port on its North Sea coast and linked by the recently completed Kiel Canal to the port

  of Kiel on the Baltic Sea.




  After a decade of fevered speculation and anticipation, the general public, and no small proportion of the fleet, expected there to be a huge ‘Mahanian’ naval battle to resolve the

  command of the seas within days of the outbreak of war. It was widely predicted that the trigger for this naval Armageddon would be the despatch of the British Expeditionary Force across the

  English Channel, to take up its agreed place alongside the French Army in the war against Germany. The High Seas Fleet would surely emerge to contest the crossing. Unfortunately, as Corbett had

  predicted, the Germans declined to sacrifice their navy at the altar of popular British sentiment and remained safely in harbour as the BEF crossed the Channel. German strategy was based firmly on

  securing an early land victory. In order to defeat both France in the west and Russia in the east, they aimed to move decisively against the former while the latter was still mobilizing its

  unwieldy forces. For over a decade the Germans had nurtured a plan first proposed by their Chief of Staff, von Schlieffen, to wheel through Belgium, evading the French armies massed on the

  Franco-German border. The intention was to capture Paris in a matter of weeks. With France eliminated they could turn their combined forces onto the hapless Russians. The German General Staff was

  confident that the BEF would have a negligible impact on the outcome of the overall campaign in the west. The BEF was a minnow alongside the leviathan conscript armies of Germany and France. There

  was no need to risk the fleet, which had a key role to play in defending the open German flanks from the possibility of coastal assault in the Baltic or North Sea, in order to

  destroy a contemptible little army that was doomed in any event.




  The Commander-in-Chief of the High Seas Fleet, Admiral Friedrich von Ingenohl, was ordered not to risk his ships and he duly complied. The Germans believed that the British were still committed

  to the idea of a close blockade of German ports. The Grand Fleet was expected to appear off the German coast as soon as war was declared. The chances of successfully launching submarine and

  destroyer attacks against the anticipated British blockade in the Heligoland Bight whetted the German appetite. A drip, drip string of losses to torpedoes and mines would soon render the Grand

  Fleet vulnerable to a decisive attack at the moment of Ingenohl’s choosing. Even when it became apparent that the Royal Navy was not going to provide an easy target off the coast of Germany,

  the original tactic of trying to erode the majesty of the Grand Fleet through the use of mines and torpedoes remained in force, although with far less chance of real success. Meanwhile the High

  Seas Fleet stayed in harbour.




  In contrast, the Grand Fleet did not. Day after day was spent at sea, sweeping down into the North Sea hoping to intercept any German effort to interfere with the passage and supply of the BEF.

  On 28 August a major raid was carried out by elements of the Harwich Force, supported by the 1st Battlecruiser Squadron, into the Heligoland Bight. A confused action between the light cruisers of

  both sides was effectively resolved in the British favour by the thunderous intervention of Beatty’s battlecruisers. Shortly afterwards the Germans ceased their tempting advanced patrols and

  replaced them with massed and impenetrable minefields that almost filled the Heligoland Bight.




  If the opening exchanges of the first month of the war had been unexpectedly restrained, as early as September 1914 it became clear that German submarines were considerably more advanced and

  deadly than had been realized. One signifying moment was the success of the U9 on 22 September in sinking three British cruisers, the Aboukir, Cressy and Hogue,

  that were patrolling, with the utter serenity and over-confidence that only comes with ignorance, off the Dutch coast. The ships were not a significant loss in material terms, but their crews were.

  The death toll was unpalatable in the extreme. The incident showed that no dreadnoughts or battlecruisers could proceed in safety without a proper destroyer screen to keep down

  and harass any lurking submarines. The destroyers, significantly formerly known as torpedo-boat destroyers, were armed with their own torpedoes which could cause havoc in an enemy fleet. The

  extension of their defensive role to provide a constant cover against submarines led to an immediate shortage of destroyers, exacerbated by their limited sea endurance of just three days, in sharp

  contrast to the nine or ten days the ships they guarded could stay at sea. Jellicoe was convinced that the Germans had a clear superiority in the numbers of available destroyers. He was

  deeply concerned about this imbalance and was convinced that in a fleet action that could be initiated by the Germans at their selected moment, the destroyers of the Harwich Force, nominally part

  of the Grand Fleet, were unlikely to be present.




  An even greater cause of concern was the apparent vulnerability to submarines of the Grand Fleet’s anchorage at Scapa Flow. As it had only recently been designated as a main base, no

  proper defences had yet been built and German U-boats were soon sighted exploring the entrances to the harbour. Submarine alarms were frequent and although they were almost invariably unfounded, no

  chances could be taken. While the proper defences were being put in place to secure Scapa, the Grand Fleet made itself scarce, taking temporary shelter on the west coast of Scotland and even as far

  away as Northern Ireland. It was undignified, but the dreadnoughts were beyond all price. They could not be placed at risk to the depredations of submarine intruders, whose capacity for destruction

  was limited only by the number of torpedoes they could carry.




  Submarines were not Jellicoe’s only worry. Although on paper the Grand Fleet was apparently superior in numbers of dreadnoughts and battlecruisers, in practice this advantage was whittled

  away in the most unnerving manner. Just as Tirpitz had predicted in the 1900 Navy Act, the Royal Navy, despite all its strength, had many responsibilities to fulfil and it could not concentrate all

  its striking forces in the North Sea at a given moment. Engine problems, the necessity for refits and the sinking of the new dreadnought Audacious by a mine on 27 October left Jellicoe

  with a superiority of just seventeen to fifteen dreadnoughts and a parity of five battlecruisers. As Jellicoe was convinced that German dreadnoughts possessed both better

  armour protection and superior underwater compartmentation, this smallest of advantages was in fact all but nullified. In November 1914 the humiliating British defeat by the German East Asiatic

  Squadron at the battle of Coronel prompted the post-haste detachment of three of the battlecruisers to extract vengeance. The temporary loss of these ships severely tested Jellicoe’s nerve.

  The return of the battlecruisers in triumph after defeating the German squadron at the battle of the Falklands came not a moment too soon. From that time, early in 1915, the strength of the Grand

  Fleet climbed inexorably relative to the High Seas Fleet as new dreadnoughts rolled off the stocks. Ironically, the Germans’ reluctance to expose their precious dreadnoughts in the opening

  months of the war robbed them of their only realistic chance for a true naval victory.




  It was against this strategic and tactical background that Jellicoe began to draft and issue formal Grand Fleet Battle Orders to guide and co-ordinate his subordinates in action. It was in this

  exercise that his preoccupations and generally cautious demeanour found their natural expression. His predecessor, Callaghan, had issued little more than a review of the functions of the different

  classes of ships coupled with an injunction for his squadron commanders to use their initiative. Jellicoe’s approach was markedly different, motivated as he was by an earnest desire to bring

  as high a degree of order as possible to the mad confusions of battle.




  

    

      

        The tactics to be pursued by the different units of the Fleet in action under all conceivable conditions were provided for as far as possible.4




        Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, HMS Iron Duke, Grand Fleet


      


    


  




  Through the Grand Fleet Battle Orders his subordinates would be given their ‘orders’ in advance; orders which sought to predict almost any eventuality of war and to

  provide ready-made answers. The overall tone was centralist and in this Jellicoe reflected the preoccupations of the Royal Navy. For an organization that worshipped leadership and assigned

  autocratic powers to the admiral in charge, the Royal Navy was remarkably keen on stamping on all signs of individuality in junior officers. From the moment they joined the navy, they were expected

  to fall in line, to excel by devotion to duty and a rigid adherence to orders. Then, on finally becoming an admiral they were miraculously to blossom forth with the instincts,

  insight, daring and command abilities of a new Nelson. In theory Jellicoe recognized that no commander could exercise complete command and control in battle.




  

    

      

        He cannot be certain, after deployment, of being able to control the movements of three Battle Squadrons when steaming fast and making much funnel smoke; with

        the noise and smoke of battle added, the practicality of exercising general control would be still further reduced. It therefore becomes necessary to decentralise command to the fullest

        extent possible, and the Vice Admirals commanding squadrons have discretionary power to manoeuvre their squadrons independently whilst conforming generally to the movements of the

        Commander-in-Chief and complying with his known intentions.5




        Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, HMS Iron Duke, Grand Fleet


      


    


  




  Although the intellectual acceptance of the need for decentralization was therefore clearly made, unfortunately it did not reflect the reality of Jellicoe’s approach in

  practice. Elsewhere in the Grand Fleet Battle Orders the freedom to launch such independent action was limited by a series of caveats and a list of special circumstances, all of which further

  reinforced the habits of implicit obedience inculcated in his senior officers. This was exacerbated by Jellicoe’s failure in all the hundreds of exercises undertaken by the Grand Fleet over

  the next few years ever to rehearse the circumstances whereby independent action or manoeuvring might be required by a subordinate officer. The exercises bore more in common with the parade ground

  drill of a regimental sergeant major than the manoeuvring together of a ‘Band of Brothers’ guided by a common set of principles to a common end.




  The need for control originated from Jellicoe’s desire to enter combat in a single line of battle. Any encounter would, as far as possible, be fought at long range to

  nullify the threat of torpedo attack and to rely on the massed heavy-calibre guns of the dreadnoughts to pulverize the Germans before closing in for the coup de grâce. Line ahead was

  the traditional fighting formation of the Royal Navy and it could not be surpassed in providing an unfettered concentration of broadsides onto the opposing line. It did however presuppose a certain

  amount of co-operation from the opposing fleet. The vagaries of the winds had once limited the manoeuvring possibilities that lay before an admiral, but the onset of steam gave

  them an almost unlimited freedom to pursue any course of action. In particular, it allowed the prospect of a sudden retreat artfully covered by artificially generated smoke-screens.




  Jellicoe was aware that, when battle came, it might be difficult to bring it to a decisive conclusion. Yet he was determined not to take unnecessary risks in trying to secure such a victory. At

  the root of all his tactical thinking was the overall strategic position and his full acceptance of his personal responsibility to his country. ‘Our fleet was the one and only factor that was

  vital to the existence of the Empire.’6 The British Empire could not withstand a serious defeat at sea, nor, indeed, could the Allies. Allied

  strategy was underpinned by the command of the oceans guaranteed by the Grand Fleet. Above all, Jellicoe was preoccupied with avoiding serious losses to the Grand Fleet which might occur if he ran

  into some kind of underwater trap. The twin perils of mines and torpedoes filled his waking thoughts. These anxieties were clearly defined in a forceful letter sent to the Admiralty as early as 30

  October 1914.




  

    

      

        The experience gained of German methods since the commencement of the war makes it possible and very desirable to consider the manner in which these methods are likely to

        be made use of tactically in a fleet action. The Germans have shown that they rely to a very great extent on submarines, mines, and torpedoes, and there can be no doubt whatever that they

        will endeavour to make the fullest use of these weapons in a fleet action, especially since they possess an actual superiority over us in these particular directions. It, therefore, becomes

        necessary to consider our own tactical methods in relation to these forms of attack. In the first place, it is evident that the Germans cannot rely with certainty upon having their full

        complement of submarines and minelayers present in a fleet action, unless the battle is fought in waters selected by them and in the southern area of the North Sea. Aircraft, also, could only

        be brought into action in this locality. My object will therefore be to fight the fleet action in the northern portion of the North Sea, which position is incidentally nearer our own bases,

        giving our wounded ships a chance of reaching them, whilst it ensures the final destruction or capture of enemy wounded vessels, and greatly handicaps a night destroyer

        attack before or after a fleet action. The northern area is also favourable to a concentration of our cruisers and torpedo craft with the battle fleet; such concentration on the part of the

        enemy being always possible, since he will choose a time for coming out when all his ships are coaled and ready in all respects to fight. Owing to the necessity that exists for keeping our

        cruisers at sea, it is probable that many will be short of coal when the opportunity for a fleet action arises, and they might be unable to move far to the southward for this reason. The

        presence of a large force of cruisers is most necessary, for observation and for screening the battle fleet, so that the latter may be manoeuvred into any desired position behind the cruiser

        screen. This is a strong additional reason for fighting in the northern area.7




        Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, HMS Iron Duke, Grand Fleet


      


    


  




  He then turned to the actual tactics to be pursued in a battle, deliberately exposing the cautious nature of his plans and virtually inviting the Admiralty either to endorse

  them or sack him.




  

    

      

        If, for instance, the enemy battle fleet were to turn away from an advancing fleet, I should assume that the intention was to lead us over mines and submarines, and

        should decline to be so drawn. I desire particularly to draw the attention of Their Lordships to this point, since it may be deemed a refusal of battle, and, indeed, might possibly result in

        failure to bring the enemy to action as soon as is expected and hoped. Such a result would be absolutely repugnant to the feelings of all British Naval Officers and men, but with new and

        untried methods of warfare new tactics must be devised to meet them. I feel that such tactics, if not understood, may bring odium upon me, but so long as I have the confidence of Their

        Lordships I intend to pursue what is, in my considered opinion, the proper course to defeat and annihilate the enemy’s battle fleet, without regard to uninstructed opinion or criticism.

        The situation is a difficult one. It is quite within the bounds of possibility that half our battle fleet might be disabled by under-water attack before the guns opened fire at all, if a

        false move is made, and I feel that I must constantly bear in mind the great probability of such attack and be prepared tactically to prevent its success.8




        Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, HMS Iron Duke, Grand Fleet


      


    


  




  In this letter Jellicoe may only have mentioned submarines and the threat of mines laid by minelayers or destroyers, but he was also fully aware of the risk

  of an effective ambush in circumstances of low visibility, or from behind smoke-screens, by massed German destroyers. This was especially the case if his detached destroyers in the Harwich Force

  had been unable to rendezvous with the Grand Fleet before the action ensued. On 7 November 1914 the Admiralty replied, fully endorsing Jellicoe’s intended actions.




  

    

      

        I have laid before My Lords Commissioners of the Admiralty your letter of the 30th ultimo., and I am commanded by them to inform you that they approve your views, as

        stated therein, and desire to assure you of their full confidence in your contemplated conduct of the Fleet in action.9




        Admiralty


      


    


  




  Jellicoe’s letter clearly outlined the tactical framework within which any battle would eventually be fought. In understanding what happened when the two fleets ultimately

  met on 31 May 1916, it is essential to keep these principles in mind as they informed and underlay all his actions that day.




  Having defined the parameters within which he would act, Jellicoe began an intensive programme of exercises designed to bring the Grand Fleet to a peak of efficiency. If manoeuvring,

  station-keeping, signalling, gunnery and damage control were the language of naval warfare, then Jellicoe was determined that his men would be fluent in all of them. If the Grand Fleet ever had any

  doubts about their new leader, they were soon washed away by a combination of his transparent decency, manifest competence and evident capacity for hard work. One of the staff he inherited from his

  predecessor was more than impressed.




  

    

      

        Jellicoe worked with an amazing rapidity. When in harbour it was not his habit to sit at his ordinary large writing table, but at a tiny little affair in the middle of

        his cabin. To see him there reading despatches and memorandum, making pencil annotations and corrections, interrupted from time to time by the mass of matters and signals requiring immediate

        action, was to see a man who through years of training and control had brought the power of concentration to a fine art. Physical fitness was combined with this power of

        concentration. In the evenings in harbour he could be seen hard at the ball game, going at it with the terrific energy he put into everything he undertook. The exercise that he got out of a

        game of golf on the Flotta Links is well known ... This physical fitness combined with the mental and moral attributes he so abundantly possessed enabled him serenely to sustain his vast

        responsibilities – responsibilities always great, but greater perhaps in the early stages of the war when so much was in the making. Never did the writer see him out of temper or

        anything but cheerful, and infusing everyone with the joy of carrying out the work in hand. His calm outlook never deserted him. Care and responsibilities were when possible thrown off the

        last thing at night by the reading of thrillers of a particularly lurid description.10




        Lieutenant Commander Roger Bellairs, HMS Iron Duke, Grand Fleet


      


    


  




  This eulogy, which might appear sycophantic, is made real by this last intriguing detail. It does more than anything else to bring Jellicoe to life.




  

    [image: ]


  




  Jellicoe had made it explicitly clear to the Admiralty that it could not command the southern area of the North Sea. That domination had been sacrificed at the moment it was

  decided to enforce a distant rather than close blockade of the German ports. The only dilution of the Grand Fleet was the move of Beatty and the 1st Battlecruiser Squadron to the Cromarty Firth in

  October. This was thrown into high profile by the German decision to launch battlecruiser hit-and-run raids on the British east coast. After the aperitif of a quick raid on Yarmouth on 3 November

  1914, Ingenohl decided to chance his arm further by bombarding Scarborough and Hartlepool on 16 December. The idea was to draw out the Grand Fleet right across a newly laid minefield – just

  as Jellicoe had predicted. But at this point the Admiralty deployed one of the most powerful weapons at its disposal.




  Accurate intelligence of an enemy’s movements is invaluable in war. In a supreme act of Allied co-operation the Russians had passed to the Admiralty copies of German cipher books and the

  squared charts of the North Sea used by the High Seas Fleet for all positional reports, which they had obtained from the German light cruiser the Magdeburg, run aground on the island of Odensholm in the Baltic off the coast of Estonia. A special group of decoding experts was established under the collective title of Room 40 which soon mastered

  the German signal code and began to forward to the Admiralty Operations Division a constant stream of decoded signal traffic. The Germans changed their code frequently, but a lack of wireless

  discipline, coupled with already identified routine patterns of signals, allowed the decoders to track their every twist and turn right through the war. This intelligence coup was further backed up

  by the establishment of a series of directional-finding wireless stations along Britain’s east coast, which could accurately pinpoint the position of German ships every time they used their

  wireless. This information was also channelled through Room 40 to the Operations staff. The challenge lay in using these intelligence sources effectively without jeopardizing their continued

  provision. If the Admiralty did not preserve absolute secrecy relating to the activities of Room 40, then the Germans would inevitably change their wireless protocol and codes so radically that all

  the advantage would be lost.




  It is perhaps ironic that the first major operational use of this gold-mine of information nearly led a part of the Grand Fleet to disaster. On 14 December the Admiralty was made aware that the

  1st Scouting Force commanded by Admiral Franz von Hipper would set off on 15 December 1914 to carry out a further raid on the vulnerable east coast of England. It therefore ordered Jellicoe to

  intercept the German ships by sending Beatty’s battlecruisers accompanied by the detached Second Battle Squadron of six dreadnoughts – a more than adequate force to deal with five

  German battlecruisers. Jellicoe wanted to send the whole Grand Fleet, but the Admiralty prevailed and so the trap was set to catch the German battlecruisers off the east coast at dawn on 16

  December. Unfortunately, it was the British who almost trapped themselves. Room 40 did not in fact know the whole story. They did not realize that Ingenohl intended to bring out the whole High Seas

  Fleet in support of the battlecruiser raid. It was only through a combination of Ingenohl’s pusillanimity and sheer luck in the murk and mists of the foul winter weather that the British did

  not lose the differential between the two fleets in one fell swoop. As it was, Ingenohl fled for home and Hipper was in turn lucky to escape from a vengeful Beatty after a bombardment of

  Scarborough, Hartlepool and Whitby.




  The outcry that resulted among the general public was whipped up and orchestrated by the more unscrupulous elements of the press in England. The question was simple. With

  the most powerful and expensive navy in the world, how was it possible for an enemy to bombard their homeland unscathed? To its credit, the Admiralty rode out the storm, recognizing the sheer

  stupidity of trying to guarantee the security of the whole east coast. However, it did move Beatty and the battlecruisers from Cromarty to a new base a little further south at Rosyth in the Firth

  of Forth. This would enable them to respond more quickly should the alarm be sounded again. For the Germans the raid was a heady mixture of defiant gesture, near disaster and golden opportunity. It

  boosted morale throughout their fleet and counterbalanced the growing feeling that they were not justifying their place in the overall scheme of things. They could not resist trying again.




  On 23 January 1915 Ingenohl sent out the I Scouting Force under Hipper in an attempt to entrap any British light forces found sweeping through the Dogger Bank area. Once again, Room 40 warned

  the Admiralty that the game was afoot. Yet the curse of over-confidence meant that Beatty was sent out to intercept Hipper without the full and close support of the Grand Fleet. Beatty had with him

  his flagship the Lion, the battlecruisers Tiger, Princess Royal, New Zealand, Indomitable, and the 1st Cruiser Squadron. He was to rendezvous with the

  Harwich Force close to Dogger Bank. A dawn clash between the light scouting forces of both fleets on 24 January alerted Hipper to the likelihood of a British trap and without hesitating he

  immediately turned for home. At 07.50 Beatty finally sighted the German battlecruisers Seydlitz, Moltke, Derfflinger and Blücher, at a distance of some

  35,000 yards. A determined stern chase began. Straining their engines to the utmost, the Lion, Tiger and Princess Royal surged ahead, leaving behind the slower New

  Zealand and Indomitable. Gradually they began to overhaul Hipper and, as they came into range at about 20,000 yards, they began to concentrate on the Blücher, the rear

  ship of his line. The Blücher was not really a battlecruiser at all, but a strange hybrid built in the period immediately before the nature of the battlecruiser concept was realized

  on the launch of the Invincible. As each of Beatty’s ships came into range, they assailed the hapless Blücher before moving on to the next in line.

  Before long battle was properly joined.




  The events of the battle of Dogger Bank need not be covered in detail, but there were several points of interest which had a great bearing on the battle of Jutland over a year later. First,

  Beatty had quite correctly reasoned that, if there was to be any chance of action, he could not keep his force together, but must allow the faster ships their head if they were to have any chance

  of catching the fleeing Germans. Second, overall the British battlecruisers’ fire was very largely inaccurate and they failed to distribute it evenly, which not only added to the overall

  confusion, but allowed a dangerous German concentration of fire to be developed on the Lion, leading the British line. The Lion was badly damaged, her port engines failed and she

  slowly dropped back down the line of battle. Third, an imaginary submarine was sighted and, without hesitating, in accordance with the prevailing doctrine, Beatty turned his precious ships sharply

  away, fearing a massed submarine ‘trap’. Finally, as the Lion lost touch and dropped out of line, Beatty’s efforts to direct his remaining ships resulted in an

  embarrassing blunder. His signals lacked clarity and inadvertently prompted his four undamaged battlecruisers to abandon the chase and gather like a pack of dogs to finish off the badly damaged

  Blücher. A relieved Hipper took his chance, left the Blücher to her inevitable fate and made straight for the safety of harbour.




  It was a British victory, but the farcical circumstances by which the Germans had been allowed to escape meant it was hardly an occasion for self-congratulation. Unfortunately, it was enough of

  a success to shroud the real cause for concern; for it was not properly recognized within the Battlecruiser Force that their overall standard of gunnery was inadequate. Many of their crews were

  convinced during the battle that they were raining shells down on their enemies, mistaking the German gun flashes for the detonation of their shells, which were in fact whistling harmlessly well

  over their intended targets. With the exception of the short-range demolition of the Blücher, which suffered some seventy hits, in total the British ships had scored only three hits.

  In return the German I Scouting Force had thudded home some twenty-two heavy calibre shells onto the Lion and Tiger.




  Yet the Seydlitz suffered dreadfully from one of the two British shells that hit her. It crashed through the quarterdeck and penetrated the barbette armour of the

  aft turret. Here it ignited the charges held in the working chamber. The flash spread in an instant into the magazine handling room. Desperate men, trying to escape the searing flames, futilely

  opened the door that led to the superimposed turret and thus exported the disaster and condemned their neighbours. Flames roared right through the two turrets, killing some 159 men, and the

  outright disaster of a magazine explosion was only avoided by the rapid flooding of the after-magazine. The Germans launched an investigation into the disaster that revealed the necessity for

  increased anti-flash precautions to prevent a flash travelling between a turret gunhouse, handling chamber and the magazine. They had been lucky, and they took advantage of their good fortune to

  try to minimize the future risk on all their dreadnoughts and battlecruisers. While the Admiralty congratulated itself that all was well, and indeed renamed Beatty’s force the Battlecruiser

  Fleet, indicating an independence from the Grand Fleet which it did not really possess, the Germans were alleviating one of the potentially cataclysmic flaws at the heart of their

  battlecruisers.




  The Battlecruiser Fleet gunnery problems were recognized by some officers in the Grand Fleet, but there was little that could be done immediately to resolve the problem. The relatively narrow

  confines of the Firth of Forth where the battlecruisers were stationed simply did not have the space for gunnery ranges that could be defended against any possible incursions by German submarines.

  The main body of the Grand Fleet had the wide-open spaces of the Scapa Flow anchorage and took full advantage with regular practice firing. As a solution to their lack of range firing, the

  battlecruisers attempted to compensate by increasing their rate of fire on the faulty principle that pumping out more shells would inevitably lead to more hits, while the sheer flurry of shells

  landing around their intended victims would blind them with water spouts. This was dangerous nonsense. The margin of error was not just a matter of a few hundred feet. At Dogger Bank the

  battlecruisers were often guilty of firing thousands of yards over the target. This did not inconvenience anybody, except perhaps the accompanying German destroyer screen. Furthermore, in their

  efforts to increase their rate of fire, corners were cut in gun drill, particularly in the magazines and working chambers. The lids of ammunition cases containing the volatile cordite bags were

  often removed in advance to save vital seconds, magazine doors were left ajar in order not to have to open and shut the doors and, perhaps worst of all, charges were piled up

  outside the doors ready to be thrust in the hoists that took them up to the gunhouse. As the German ships improved their anti-flash precautions, what anti-flash screening that existed aboard the

  British battlecruisers was carefully circumnavigated in the quest for ever greater firing speed.




  Although they only lost one ship, the fact that they were forced to flee rankled deeply with the Germans, despite the awe-inspiring gallantry of the Blücher’s last fight. On

  2 February Admiral von Ingenohl was summarily dismissed and replaced by Admiral Hugo von Pohl. This change in command did not precipitate any real change in policy with regard to the deployment, or

  rather non-deployment, of the High Seas Fleet. Instead the German Navy turned its attention to the thorny problem of submarine commerce raiding. The internationally accepted ‘rules of

  war’ severely restricted the effectiveness of their submarine operations. Allied merchant ships could not be sunk without warning and proper provision for the safety of the crews. Neutral

  ships were sacrosanct: they could be stopped and searched, but even if the cargo carried was contraband, they could not be sunk. Such rules rendered useless the invisibility with which submarines

  could strike, for they were forced to surface, where they were excessively vulnerable. Up until February 1915 the Germans had played by these rules, but they could not carry on allowing one of

  their most powerful weapons of war to be casually rendered impotent. They announced that from 18 February any merchant ship found in the ‘war zone’ surrounding the British Isles would

  be sunk without the usual warnings, while neutrals were warned of the severe risks inherent in passing through the zone. The unleashed U-boats were sent out, easily breaking the blockade to reach

  the Atlantic and Irish Sea, where they preyed on shipping in the Western Approaches to British ports.




  Strangely, for a country fixated on its own glorious naval history, the Admiralty had completely forgotten the painful lessons of earlier wars that commerce raiding is best countered by a system

  of convoys that gathers together potential victims and provides them with a strong escort force through any area of danger. Convoys could force the submarines to expose

  themselves to the accompanying escorts if they wanted to attack the vulnerable merchant ships. Instead of convoys, every ship that could mount a gun was pressed into service to try to criss-cross

  the seas to hunt down the elusive U-boats. But the oceans are inexhaustibly large and the hunt was for the most part futile. The need for destroyers was so pressing that even those of the Grand

  Fleet were pressed into service to hunt submarines, which left the dreadnoughts vulnerable and forced the cancellation of the periodic sweeps into the North Sea. As the shipping losses mounted, the

  British seemed to have no answer to this increasingly serious problem. But German successes were undermined by the risk of international outrage inherent in attacking ships without due warning. The

  sinking of the liners Lusitania and Arabic, with a consequent loss of life among American civilian passengers, brought a strong protest from the United States government. Faced

  with a possible new enemy, Germany backed down and the U-boats were withdrawn from the Western Approaches in September 1915. During the unrestricted submarine campaign the High Seas Fleet made only

  token excursions that barely cleared Heligoland before returning to port. In these circumstances, it was the prospect of recommencing unrestricted warfare that continued to exercise many minds in

  Germany. Indeed, for the rest of 1915 the sea war seemed stalled. The impetus for change was the departure of Admiral von Pohl, his health utterly broken, and his replacement on 24 January 1916 by

  Admiral Reinhard Scheer.




  The new Commander-in-Chief had joined the German Navy as a cadet on 22 April 1879. His early career was not outstanding but he was steadily promoted until he attracted attention in command of a

  torpedo-boat flotilla in 1900. His progress then accelerated as he gained promotion to Kapitän zur See on 21 March 1905 and rose to be Chief of Staff of the High Seas Fleet. At the outbreak of

  war he was the admiral in command of the pre-dreadnoughts of the II Battle Squadron and subsequently commanded the dreadnoughts of III Battle Squadron. Scheer brought a fresh mind, and a good deal

  more vigour, to the problem of finding a real role for the High Seas Fleet.




  

    

      

        England’s purpose of strangling Germany economically without seriously exposing her own fleet to the German guns had to be defeated. This

        offensive effort on our part was intensified by the fact that the prohibition of the U-boat trade-war made it impossible for us to aim a direct blow at England’s vital nerve. We were

        therefore bound to try and prove by all possible means that Germany’s High Seas Fleet was able and willing to wage war with England at sea.11




        Admiral Reinhard Scheer, SMS Friedrich der Grosse, III Battle Squadron, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  He recognized that a straight battle with the Grand Fleet was to be avoided at all costs. Instead he sought to attain his ends by trying to provoke the Admiralty and Jellicoe

  into rash action by applying a policy of systematic and constant pressure across the whole gamut of naval warfare. Submarines and mines would play their part, but he also aimed to use the High Seas

  Fleet on active sorties. He meant to seize upon the confusion of action to attain a temporary local superiority that if vigorously exploited could erode the ever-increasing British superiority in

  bald numbers. Slowly he began to raise the lazy tempo of the naval war. In February a destroyer sweep was launched across the Dogger Bank; in March a bolder sweep south with the High Seas Fleet in

  an attempt to entrap British light forces in the area off Lowestoft. Later the same month, when the British launched a seaplane carrier attack supported by the Harwich Force with Beatty in close

  support, Scheer once more emerged to try to catch Beatty, although the rough weather caused him to abort the operation.




  Scheer next tried a return to the hit-and-run tactics employed by Ingenohl in 1914. The High Seas Fleet left port on 24 April. Once more the activities of Room 40 gave advance warning to

  Jellicoe. But, in the event, severe weather hampered the Grand Fleet and it was left to the Harwich Force alone to harass the German battlecruisers as they bombarded first Lowestoft and then,

  briefly, Yarmouth on 25 April. The raid was to have notable consequences. The British public renewed their outcry: ‘Where was the navy?’ Jellicoe came under increasing pressure to adopt

  a more active offensive policy with the Grand Fleet to try to force the Germans to come out and fight. But Jellicoe was not the kind of man to abandon a strategically successful policy out of a

  vague sense of boredom and desire for change. The Germans would not win the war by landing a few shells on British east coast towns. But the Royal Navy could lose it if it lost

  control of the world’s oceans. His policy therefore remained rooted in caution.




  

    

      

        It is not, in my opinion, wise to risk unduly the heavy ships of the Grand Fleet in an attempt to hasten the end of the High Seas Fleet, particularly if the risks come,

        not from the High Seas Fleet itself, but from such attributes as mines and submarines. There is no doubt that, provided there is a chance of destroying some of the enemy’s heavy ships,

        it is right and proper to run risks with our own heavy ships, but unless the chances are reasonably great, I do not think that such risks should be run, seeing that any real disaster to our

        heavy ships lays the country open to invasion.12




        Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, HMS Iron Duke, Grand Fleet


      


    


  




  Jellicoe was also required to explain once again why he preferred to stay at Scapa Flow, too far north to intercept hit-and-run raids on the east coast. Could he not move the

  Grand Fleet further south, down to the Firth of Forth or even into the Humber? Jellicoe refused to budge from his northern fastness. He accepted that strategically Rosyth had advantages over Scapa

  Flow, but pointed out that lack of secure anchorage space, the prevailing foggy weather, vulnerability of the exits to German submarine mining operations and the crucial general absence of adequate

  submarine defences made the move to Rosyth an impractical and dangerous suggestion. Only when the area to the east of the Forth Bridge had been made secure from submarines could the Grand Fleet

  consider moving there. As a sop, he agreed to relocate the obsolete pre-dreadnoughts of the Third Battle Squadron to Sheerness, to act as an added deterrent and general support to the Harwich

  Force, with the overall objective of forcing Scheer to bring his heavy ships on any raid. They were no longer needed in the Grand Fleet as he had received substantial reinforcements in the shape of

  the Fifth Battle Squadron made up of the much vaunted Queen Elizabeth class.




  The Queen Elizabeth class were the first super-dreadnoughts, the next stage in the battleship revolution. Armed with eight mighty 15-inch guns that could project a huge 1,920-pound

  shell up to 25,000 yards, protected with armour up to 13 inches thick over their vitals, powered by huge oil-fired turbine engines that could drive them along at some 24 knots,

  they were truly a new breed of ship that marked the demise of the battlecruiser concept. They had it all; there was no longer any need to compromise protection in the search for speed. Beatty soon

  coveted these magnificent ships as an addition to the Battlecruiser Fleet. He was initially thwarted by Jellicoe, who pointed out that although the super-dreadnoughts were fast, they were still not

  as fast as the battlecruisers. Their active service speed wavered between 23 and 24 knots, which would have been a small but significant drag on battlecruisers in offensive actions, and an

  endangerment if withdrawing towards the support of the Grand Fleet in the event of meeting the High Seas Fleet. Jellicoe also cherished the notion of employing the squadron as the fast wing of his

  battle line, to bring a crushing concentration of fire on the van or rear of the High Seas Fleet as required. Beatty was undeterred and continued to press his case.




  

    

      

        They would in all cases be able to keep with us until the moment when we sighted the enemy. If we are then east of the enemy, the Fifth Battle Squadron would be

        invaluable. Taking the worst case, we may be west of them and may have a long chase at full speed. After chasing for three hours, i.e. a distance of at least 75 miles, the Fifth Battle

        Squadron with their 23½ knots would then be at most 4½ miles astern of the 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron. I can imagine no better or more valuable support.13




        Vice Admiral Sir David Beatty, HMS Lion, 1st Battlecruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  Jellicoe was worried that Beatty might overreach himself by taking on the High Seas Fleet alone, if he had such a strong supporting squadron.




  

    

      

        I am sure it would be wrong to send them to him. It would for one thing lead to his getting far afield from me, which is wrong, and in thick weather might be almost

        disastrous.14




        Admiral Sir John Jellicoe, HMS Iron Duke, Grand Fleet


      


    


  




  Jellicoe knew that there could be no tastier morsel for Scheer to entrap and swallow than the Fifth Battle Squadron. Yet the twin pressure of the Admiralty’s expressed

  desire for a stronger force to cover the southern waters of the North Sea and the evident need for real gunnery practice by the Battlecruiser Fleet eventually tipped the scales

  against him. It was decided that Beatty’s 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron would have to join the Grand Fleet temporarily for intensive gunnery practice. In its absence the Battlecruiser Fleet had

  to be strengthened, and the Fifth Battle Squadron was the only real option. Doubtless gritting his teeth, Jellicoe sent the vessels down to join Beatty at Rosyth on 22 May. The Queen

  Elizabeth was booked for a refit at the Rosyth dockyard, but her sister ships Barham, Malaya, Valiant and Warspite were at Beatty’s disposal until the

  3rd Battlecruiser Squadron returned.




  As the British adjusted their dispositions, to the Germans the successful raid on Lowestoft on 25 April was seen as a triumph. The latest campaign of unrestricted submarine warfare, which had

  been relaunched in March 1916, had already started to falter after the sinking of the Sussex on 24 March. Once again, American casualties provoked strong protests from the US ambassador.

  The German high command decided to suspend the controversial campaign, return operational control of the submarines to the High Seas Fleet and thus give Scheer the chance finally to harness all the

  elements of the German Navy in an effort to ensnare a portion of the Grand Fleet.




  In mid 1916, as the climax of the naval war approached, Jellicoe and the Grand Fleet had achieved all but one of their war aims. The BEF and endless reinforcements had been safely deposited on

  the Western Front. There was no chance of the Germans launching a successful invasion of Britain. They had de facto control of the vast oceans that lay beyond the narrow confines of the

  North Sea, and German commercial links to the rest of the world had been neatly severed. All that now remained was the task of achieving victory over the High Seas Fleet. The time for this remained

  uncertain. The Germans were determined to pick their moment of greatest advantage, the British were in no hurry to be drawn into battle except on their own terms. Of one thing the men of both

  fleets were sure: sooner or later ‘Der Tag’ would come – and every week that passed brought that day closer. The scene remained set for a North Sea confrontation between

  the two fleets.




  





   




   




   




   




  
CHAPTER TWO





  FIRST CONTACT




   




   




   




   




  IN MAY 1916 the war in the North Sea entered a dramatic new phase. Both Admiral Sir John Jellicoe

  and Admiral Reinhard Scheer were planning significant operations for the end of May and early June. Jellicoe intended on 2 June to try to tempt Scheer and the High Seas Fleet out into the open

  North Sea by dangling a couple of light cruiser squadrons in front of him, sweeping through the Kattegat channel between Denmark and Sweden. Behind them in the Skagerrak would be a battle squadron,

  which in turn would be supported by the Battlecruiser Fleet and rest of the Grand Fleet. The seaplanes from the carrier Engadine would be responsible for fending off inquisitive Zeppelins.

  Jellicoe was not overly optimistic of the chances of bringing Scheer far enough north to get to grips with the High Seas Fleet properly and so in addition he planned a trap made up of lines of

  newly laid mines and lurking submarines across the northern exit channel from the Heligoland Bight minefields to the south of Horns Reef. This plan was to be rendered stillborn as Scheer struck

  first.




  Scheer determined to make the fullest possible use of the submarines released by the suspension of the short-lived second unrestricted submarine campaign. Hipper’s battlecruisers would be

  sent to bombard Sunderland in the certain knowledge that Beatty and Jellicoe would rush down to intercept them. The German submarines, some of them minelayers, would be lying in ambush across the

  exits from Rosyth and Scapa Flow ready to do their worst when the fleets emerged. In the resulting confusion, Hipper would then engage Beatty and draw him inexorably to his doom at the hands of

  Scheer and the High Seas Fleet lurking in the Dogger Bank area. Zeppelins would ensure that the Germans were not themselves ambushed by superior forces. The operation was intended for 17 May, but

  the repairs to the Seydlitz, which had been mined in the hit-and-run raid on Folkestone, took longer than expected and it was rescheduled for 29 May. The weather then

  intervened, ruling out the long-range Zeppelin reconnaissance that underpinned the whole operation. Unwilling to proceed blindfolded, Scheer switched his plans to a less ambitious sweep by Hipper

  up into the Skagerrak with the intention of preying on any British light forces in the area. After flaunting themselves off Norway in the hope of attracting the attention of Beatty, the German

  battlecruisers would fall back on Scheer following up in support with the High Seas Fleet. In the continued absence of Zeppelins, the whole operation would be covered by his light forces scouting

  to the west of their path of progress.




  Scheer’s plans were however fatally flawed. The Germans had still not realized that their signals were being swiftly decoded by Room 40. The departure of numerous U-boats had been noted

  and they had been traced to the northern North Sea, which indicated that some major German operation was brewing. As every signal was decoded a new piece of the jigsaw fell into place. At 12.00 on

  30 May, they were able to warn Jellicoe that the High Seas Fleet would be putting to sea next day. At 17.40 the Admiralty could hesitate no longer and ordered Jellicoe and Beatty to sea.




  At Rosyth the Battlecruiser Fleet and attached Fifth Battle Squadron lay tranquilly at anchor.




  

    

      

        Things seemed as peaceful as could be on the afternoon of Tuesday, May 30th, when Maurice Bethell and I went ashore for a round of golf at Bruntsfield near Edinburgh.

        After a thoroughly enjoyable game over this course, whose delightful inland surroundings reflected all the charm of early summer, we adjourned for tea to ‘Rospletha’, the little

        house I had rented on the side of the links, and then found our way down to Queensbury Pier at the regulation hour of 6pm, in order to catch the routine boat. While we stood waiting on the

        pier amid a throng of fellow officers, all eyes were suddenly drawn in the direction of the Lion, from whose masthead there floated a string of flags with this message to all ships.

        “Raise steam for 22 knots and bank fires at half an hour’s notice.”1




        Commander Barry Bingham, HMS Nestor, 13th Flotilla


      


    


  




  Gradually word of what was happening spread among all those who had gone ashore as the laggards congregated at piers to catch the boats back to their ships.




  

    

      

        Went ashore in the afternoon for a walk with the Fleet Paymaster, returning to Hawes Pier at 7.30. Our boat was one of the last to shove off and

        whilst waiting we noticed a light cruiser, the leader of a flotilla of destroyers anchored off South Queensferry, hoist a long string of flags, which appeared to be a steaming signal. We were

        not certain about this however, but on our way off we noticed unmistakeable preparations for going to sea being made by the battlecruisers and on our arrival on board found that we also had

        been ordered to raise steam as quickly as possible, for full speed. Further signals came through indicating the urgency of the need for despatch and we eventually got under way at about 8

        o’clock British Summer Time.2




        Surgeon Gordon Ellis, HMS Warspite, Fifth Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  The nurses and doctors of the hospital ship Plassy watched them go.




  

    

      

        Today the whole fleet of battlecruiser and cruisers have gone out; we watched them steaming up. I wonder if there is really anything doing this time, there have been so

        many false alarms.3




        Naval Nursing Sister Mary Clarke, Hospital Ship Plassy


      


    


  




  The image of silent power was impressive as the fleets moved through the Forth, passing Edinburgh and Leith on their starboard beam.




  

    

      

        Imagine darling if you can, a fine though starless night and 12 great ships steaming out of the Forth, no lights visible and not a sound to be heard but the swish of the

        waves.4




        Seaman Torpedoman Harry Hayler, HMS Warspite, Fifth Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  The huge ships raised anchor, manoeuvred round and then moved under the Forth Bridge. The mighty super-dreadnoughts, the epitome of modern naval engineering, passed one by one

  beneath the proud symbol of the Victorian railway age.




  

    

      

        At high water we actually cleared the bridge by some 12 feet, but on approaching the bridge it always appeared, right up to the last moment almost, that we must

        inevitably hit it. Hardened seafarers on the upper deck have been seen starting to turn up their collar or even disappear under cover in order to dodge the falling topmast! Then at the last

        moment the topmast seemed to oblige by dipping clear. Looking astern, it then just as suddenly reappeared as high as before. This phenomenon never ceased to fascinate

        me.5




        Midshipman Richard Fairthorne, HMS Warspite, Fifth Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  The Battlecruiser Fleet was a formidable naval force. The fleet flagship was the Lion, accompanied by the 1st Battlecruiser Squadron of the Princess Royal,

  Queen Mary and Tiger; the 2nd Battlecruiser Squadron of the New Zealand and Indefatigable; the Fifth Battle Squadron consisted of the mighty Barham,

  Valiant, Warspite and Malaya. All around them were their screening light forces: the 1st, 2nd and 3rd Light Cruiser Squadrons, the 1st and 13th Destroyer Flotillas, parts

  of the 9th and 10th Flotillas and finally the seaplane carrier Engadine. The battlecruiser Australia and the Queen Elizabeth were left behind undergoing repairs in dry

  dock.




  At Scapa Flow the Grand Fleet, Britain’s final bulwark against the world, simultaneously prepared to leave harbour for the umpteenth time. There was nothing to indicate to the ships’

  crews that this was anything other than a normal sweep, but the atmosphere was pregnant with possibilities sharpened to a point only perhaps in retrospect.




  

    

      

        On a calm summer’s evening of 30th May, just about cocktail time, the C-in-C, Admiral Jellicoe in the Iron Duke, hoisted the momentous signal,

        ‘Q.P.’ or in plain language, ‘Raise steam for Fleet Speed and report when ready to proceed!’ Though we had received the same order many times before, it never failed

        to raise a thrill of wild excitement in the expectation that this time perhaps, ‘Der Tag’ as we also called it had dawned at last. That evening the thrill was immensely multiplied

        for everybody seemed to have a premonition that the day had really arrived. There was an almost electric atmosphere of expectation and suppressed excitement as officers and men went about the

        work of preparing for sea.6




        Midshipman John Croome, HMS Indomitable, 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  Every ship primed itself for sea. For the crews of these most complex of war machines there were myriad tasks to undertake.




  

    

      

        Usual activity on deck, securing against rough weather, getting boats inboard, closing watertight compartments etc. I proceed to my usual routine, first to inform the

        engine room staff that air compressors are needed. Then to forward submerged torpedo flat. Fleet orders are that all torpedoes are to be topped up from normal air

        pressure of 2,200 PSI to 2,500 PSI to give a longer range. The torpedo crew are assisting the Petty Officer Instructor to withdraw torpedoes from the tubes to fit warheads with firing

        pistols, also spare primers and pistols are being brought to the ‘ready’ for immediate use. I check firing gear and instruments from conning tower firing position. Topping up

        completed, I then proceed to various compartments around the ship to close stop valves on the air ring main so that in the event of damage, each gun turret is independently supplied. This

        high pressure and water is automatically blown through the gun as the breach opens to douse any burning debris left and to cool the gun barrel.7




        Electrical Artificer Nelson White, HMS Colossus, Fifth Division, First Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  It was a stirring sight to watch the men scurrying across the decks as the leviathans stirred themselves into action.




  

    

      

        To see thirty or so of the biggest and most powerful vessels afloat spread over the calm wide anchorage of Scapa Flow, together with their masses of attendant light

        cruisers and destroyers, and to watch them as the sun set. Simultaneously every one of them began to send up clouds of heavy smoke into the still air as the stokers got busy at the boilers,

        forced draught fans began to hum the familiar tune and on deck, men like busy ants, formed in orderly groups as the bugle calls floated across the immense harbour and set about hoisting boats

        and gangways; uncovering guns and searchlights and making the many preparations for taking the gigantic floating forts to sea for battle.8




        Midshipman John Croome, HMS Indomitable, 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  The hours, days, months and years of intensive training were clearly visible as they formed up for sea.




  

    

      

        The grey monsters wheeled in succession round us and followed out to sea with that uncanny precision and silent majesty which marks the departure to sea of a perfectly

        trained fleet. Finally as the last of the long line passed us, we in turn began to swing, weighed the last few links of cable and stole stealthily away in the wake of the Grand Fleet. A more

        powerful exhibition of majestic strength and efficiency devised solely for the utter destruction of the enemy it would be hard to imagine and the impression upon my

        youthful mind can never be erased. Moreover, I was proudly conscious that I was a part of this huge machine and firmly convinced that the machine was invincible, if not even

        invulnerable.9




        Midshipman John Croome, HMS Indomitable, 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  Calmly, carefully, almost unobserved in its remote Scottish fastness, the great fleet left harbour, ever hopeful that this might be the sweep that brought battle.




  

    

      

        It was a magnificent sight as we steamed out of Scapa. Ahead of us the minesweepers clearing a safe passage and as we passed from the safety of Scapa the crews on the

        boom defence ships that controlled the net defence gave us a loud cheer. Out into the damp cold mist we steamed a mighty Armada of ironclads.10




        Able Seaman Torpedoman Joseph Moss, HMS Ajax, 1st Division, Second Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  As Commander-in-Chief, Jellicoe flew his flag in the Iron Duke and the names of his ships reflected and perpetuated the vibrant spirit of hundreds of years of British

  military and naval history. The Fourth Battle Squadron included the Iron Duke herself, the Royal Oak, Superb, Canada, Benbow, Bellerophon,

  Temeraire and Vanguard. The First Battle Squadron was the Marlborough, Revenge, Hercules, Agincourt, Colossus, Collingwood,

  Neptune and St Vincent. Temporarily attached were the 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron of the Invincible, Inflexible and Indomitable. From the secondary base

  at Cromarty emerged the Second Battle Squadron composed of the King George V, Ajax, Centurion, Erin, Orion, Monarch, Conqueror and

  Thunderer. Forming the protective screens around the powerful yet vulnerable dreadnoughts were the 1st and 2nd Cruiser Squadrons, the 4th Light Cruiser Squadron, the 4th, 11th and 12th

  Destroyer Flotillas. Together they slipped through the submarine defences and out into the open seas.




  

    

      

        The ship is now under way and passing through Hoxa Gate boom defence, this is three lines of trawlers joined together with anti-Submarine steel nets. We are now in the

        Pentland Firth and increasing speed, there are signs of urgency, more so than usual for the many times that we had left Scapa Flow for exercises and sweeps in the North

        Sea.11




        Electrical Artificer Nelson White, HMS Colossus, Fifth Division, First Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  There was just one exception to the fleet’s smooth departure. The seaplane carrier Campania was stationed some 5 miles from the main fleet anchorage and, although

  she had acknowledged the signals ordering her to prepare to leave harbour, she somehow failed to receive the general signal giving the actual intended time of sailing. Almost unbelievably, the crew

  did not observe the disappearance of the largest fleet in the world from under their noses. Doubtless there was considerable consternation aboard the Campania when the absence of the Grand

  Fleet was finally noticed at 23.45. Much chastened, they set sail at once, only to be ordered home by Jellicoe, who feared that the unescorted carrier would fall prey to the

  submarines which he knew were swarming in the area. This calamity deprived him at a stroke of his sole source of aerial reconnaissance for the main body of the Grand Fleet. Beatty of course still

  had the seaplanes of the Engadine.




   




  The North Sea




  

    [image: ]


  




  The success of British naval intelligence in correctly divining the German plans can be judged by the fact that both Jellicoe and Beatty were at sea before 23.00 on 30 May.

  Scheer himself did not even leave harbour until 02.30 on the following morning.




  

    

      

        We had spent the night at anchor in the Schillig Roads, off the entrance to the Jadebusen. Ahead of us stretched the small cruisers and some flotillas of destroyers. It

        was a beautiful, clear night which soon gave place to a splendid morning. The sun rose magnificently, covered the sea with its golden rays and soon showed us the picture of the whole High

        Seas Fleet proceeding to meet the enemy, always a wonderful sight and one never to be forgotten. Far ahead of us steamed the small cruisers in line ahead, surrounded by a cordon of destroyers

        steaming ceaselessly round the cruisers, on the lookout for enemy submarines, like dogs round a flock of sheep.12




        Commander Georg von Hase, SMS Derfflinger, I Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  The I Scouting Group was made up of Hipper’s newly commissioned flagship, the Lützow, with the Derfflinger, Seydlitz, Moltke and Von

  der Tann. Behind them came the High Seas Fleet. In the van was the III Battle Squadron of the König, Grosser Kurfürst, Kronprinz Wilhelm,

  Markgraf, Kaiser, Kaiserin, Prinzregent Luitpold and Scheer’s flagship Friedrich der Grosse. Behind them came the I Battle Squadron of

  Ostfriesland, Thüringen, Helgoland, Oldenburg, Posen, Rheinland, Nassau and Westfalen. In addition, Scheer took with him

  the II Battle Squadron of pre-dreadnoughts, which brought up the rear of the line: the Deutschland, Hessen, Pommern, Hannover, Schlesien and

  Schleswig-Holstein. This squadron may have marginally increased the total broadside weight that could be deployed by the German fleet, but it reduced their overall speed to only 18 knots.

  Its inclusion had been a difficult decision for Scheer.




  

    

      

        Military reasons entered into the question as to whether the squadron should be taken out or left behind, as well as consideration for the honour and

        feeling of the crews, who would not hear of being reduced, themselves and their ships, to the second class. For battleships to have their activity limited absolutely to guarding the German

        Bight without any prospect of getting into touch with the enemy – to which they had been looking forward for a year and a half – would have caused bitter disappointment; on the

        other hand, however, was the responsibility of sending the ships into an unequal fight where the enemy would make use of his very best material. I cannot deny that in addition to the eloquent

        intercession of Rear Admiral Mauve, the Squadron Commander, my own former connection with Squadron II also induced me not to disappoint it by leaving it behind.13




        Admiral Reinhard Scheer, SMS Friedrich der Grosse, III Battle Squadron, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  The Germans, too, shrouded their fleet with a protective screen of the light cruisers of the II and IV Scouting Group and seven flotillas of destroyers. The total surface forces

  at Scheer’s disposal were 16 dreadnoughts, 6 pre-dreadnoughts, 5 battlecruisers, 11 light cruisers and 61 destroyers. Against him Jellicoe deployed 28 dreadnoughts, 9 battlecruisers, 8

  cruisers, 26 light cruisers and 78 destroyers.




  The Grand Fleet clearly outnumbered the High Seas Fleet in every department that mattered. Yet although Jellicoe’s long-expressed fears of being outnumbered in the destroyer department had

  proved groundless, he was proved right in his outright scepticism that the Harwich Force would ever be able to join him in battle. The Harwich Force was under the command of the able Commodore

  Reginald Tyrwhitt and it had been ordered by the Admiralty to remain in harbour until the Admiralty was certain that Scheer, still a relatively unknown force, was not launching some kind of

  desperate thrust south towards the Channel ports and the Dover Straits. Tyrwhitt was thus left champing at the bit in enforced inactivity with his five light cruisers and eighteen destroyers.




  As the fleets deployed into the North Sea, the intentions of the two commanders can be simply stated. Jellicoe aimed to defeat the High Seas Fleet if he could bring it to battle without exposing

  his fleet to the risk of serious losses from mines and torpedoes. He preferred the maintenance of the strategic status quo to fighting in anything but favourable circumstances. Scheer intended to draw detached elements of the Grand Fleet, most probably the Battlecruiser Fleet, into a trap, whereby he could achieve and exploit a local superiority. Only when

  the two fleets had been ‘equalized’ would he risk an out-and-out fleet action. His ambition as he left harbour was to take the first steps towards overturning the British naval hegemony

  slowly suffocating his country.




  Scheer suffered an early disappointment when the submarine ambush that he had set around the British bases proved a damp squib. The eighteen German submarines were meant to begin that process of

  attrition that would eventually bring the Grand Fleet down to size. But his hopes were dashed. The new minefields laid by submarine minelayers were ineffective and indeed one of them suffered the

  indignity of being caught and destroyed by an armed trawler. Once the Battlecruiser Fleet and Grand Fleet had left harbour they simply disappeared into the vastness of the seas. Only the

  U32 managed to fire torpedoes at the Galatea of the 1st Light Cruiser Squadron when she was about 70 miles out of Rosyth. They missed. The wireless intelligence reports they sent

  to Scheer were positively misleading.




  

    

      

        At 5.30, U32 reported at about 70 miles east of the Firth of Forth, two battleships, two cruisers, and several torpedo-boats taking a south-easterly course. At 6.30 a

        second wireless was received stating that she had intercepted English wireless messages to the effect that two large battleships and groups of destroyers had run out from Scapa Flow. At

        6.48am a third message came through from U66 that about 60 nautical miles east of Kinnairel, eight enemy battleships, light cruisers, and torpedo-boats had been sighted on a north-easterly

        course. These reports gave no enlightenment as to the enemy’s purpose. But the varied forces of the separate divisions of the fleet, and their diverging courses did not seem to suggest

        either combined action or an advance on the German Bight or any connection with our enterprise, but showed a possibility that our hope of meeting with separate enemy divisions was likely to

        be fulfilled. We were, therefore, all the more determined to keep to our plan.14




        Admiral Reinhard Scheer, SMS Friedrich der Grosse, III Battle Squadron, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  Jellicoe had arranged to rendezvous with Beatty about 90 miles off the entrance of the Skagerrak. The intention was for their two fleets to reach their

  designated points some 69 miles apart at 14.00 on 31 May. If there were no signs of life from the German High Seas Fleet, then Beatty would join forces with Jellicoe for a final sweep towards the

  Horns Reef sector north of the Heligoland Bight.




  

    

      

        I felt no anxiety in regard to the advanced position of the force under Sir David Beatty, supported as it was by four ships of the Fifth Battle Squadron, as this force

        was far superior in gun power to the I Scouting Group, and the speed of the slowest ship was such as to enable it to keep out of range of superior enemy forces.15




        Admiral John Jellicoe, HMS Iron Duke, 3rd Division, Fourth Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  As the great fleet pounded across the North Sea, the routine drudgery of shipboard life at sea commenced.




  

    

      

        The day started off as usual, dull grey and very cold. We boys, our trousers turned up to our knees and bare from the waist, having lashed up and stowed our hammocks at 6

        o’clock, make our way to the upper deck. There, placed ready overnight, large water butts in which we give ourselves a good scrub, being observed the while by the Petty Officer

        instructor and being passed by him as OK. Down to the messdeck where there is a kettle of thick hot cocoa and a couple of biscuits to be had. 6.15am. We scrub decks, water rushing over the

        deck, the boys lined across with long handled scrubbers. “Scrub forward, scrub aft!” until 10 to 7. Squeeze down, dry up deck. Down to the messdeck breakfast, hungry as a horse.

        Maybe porridge, maybe a kipper. Bread and margarine, tea, never enough sugar. Change into rig of the day, as usual duck suits. We curse the one who invented it. 8am. Fall in on deck detailed

        for cleaning ship, two from each mess to scrub out and prepare dinner for 14 others. 9am. Divisions on the upper deck, inspected for cleanliness in dress and person. Marine band on top of

        midship turret strikes up. Everyone under 35 starts to gallup all round the ship leaping hatches on the way, sliding down ladders. Band plays faster and faster as we fly round in time with

        it. 9.15. Fall in. Detailed for instruction, take up messenger and call boy duties, rifle drill, seamanship, signals, splicing rope work etc – and on through the

        rest of the day. Boy, are we hungry? Not so you’d notice! What’s for dinner – stewed corned beef with a coating of cinders from the funnels – glad to eat

        it.16




        Boy 1st Class A. E. Cooper, HMS Conqueror, 2nd Division, Second Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  The specialist personnel had their intricate duties to perform, combined with endless checks to make to ensure that everything was in working order. Petty Officer Gunner’s

  Mate Ernest Francis was ordered to check ‘X’ Turret aboard his ship, the Queen Mary.




  

    

      

        I knew before I went round that I should find everything quite all right. Because Lieutenant Ewart was wrapped right up in his turret and many an hour have I spent with

        him explaining the working of the different machinery. His one aim was efficiency; if at any time a new man came into the turret he would worry about him till I reported to him that the new

        man knew his job and could be trusted to fill up any other number if we had casualties in action. I went over ‘X’ Turret from top to bottom and I really felt quite pleased with

        everything. It was complete, right down to spare lengths of flexible piping, urinal buckets, biscuits and corned beef, drinking tank and plenty of first aid dressings. I went back to

        Commander (Gunnery) and made my report.17




        Petty Officer Ernest Francis, HMS Queen Mary, 1st Battlecruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  As far as the men of the lower deck were concerned this was just one more sweep into the North Sea, another part of the endless routine. There was nothing to indicate

  otherwise.




  

    

      

        The morning breaks fine and clear and the two fleets commenced exercising. How little did any of them think that this mimicry would soon become grim reality, they had

        been out so often and nothing had happened, so they went on in blissful ignorance of the fact that the German Fleet was even then on its way to give battle. All this time the sun has been

        shining and the sea is as calm as a millpond, everything seems so peaceful.18




        Seaman Torpedoman Harry Hayler, HMS Warspite, Fifth Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  It was indeed a pleasant day for a cruise.




  

    

      

        There was nothing much going on. So the hands were given a ‘make and mend’. That means that apart from those employed in keeping the ship

        steaming, we could have a ‘doss’ down, have a lie up. And that afternoon in the sun – it was nice and warm – I had a nice little sleep on the quarterdeck. We

        didn’t know anything was around. No excitement at all.19




        Midshipman John Ouvry, HMS Tiger, 1st Battlecruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  The morale in both the Grand Fleet and the Battlecruiser Fleet was high: they had trained hard, they had learned much and they accepted the weight of public expectation that lay

  upon them. Aboard Beatty’s battlecruisers they were buoyed even further by their taste of German blood at the battles of Heligoland Bight and Dogger Bank. Confidence reigned supreme and they

  fully believed that the Royal Navy had a natural right to untrammelled victory.




  

    

      

        We were ready for battle, hopeful and confident, under a leader in whom every officer, petty officer and man had complete confidence. We considered the Battlecruisers the

        spear point of the Grand Fleet, like the cavalry of a great army, and behind us we had that vast, powerful fleet of battleships which, if they could get into action, would have little

        difficulty in annihilating the enemy.20




        Flag Captain Alfred Chatfield, HMS Lion, 1st Battlecruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  At 11.30 the Second Battle Squadron, which had been stationed at Cromarty, linked up with the Grand Fleet, enabling it to shake down into its final cruising order of six tight

  columns of four dreadnoughts, screened on all sides from attack. It was shortly after this that things started to go wrong. In London, the experts of Room 40 received a visit from the Director of

  Naval Operations, Captain Thomas Jackson, who had little sympathy for his civilian ‘boffins’ and no respect for their acquired expertise. He made the classic mistake of asking a

  specific question which would not in fact elicit the information he required. Jackson asked where the wireless directional stations had placed Scheer’s wireless call sign ‘DK’. He

  received the answer, ‘Wilhelmshaven’, asked no further questions, turned on his heel and left. This was extremely unfortunate to say the very least. It was Scheer’s practice when

  at sea to transfer his normal ‘DK’ call sign to a shore establishment and adopt another call sign while he was at sea. This simple ruse was designed to put

  directional stations off the scent. The Room 40 staff had already worked this out after their experiences during previous German excursions into the North Sea. But Jackson did not know this vital

  information and Room 40 did not, or more likely did not have the opportunity to, enlighten him. Thus Jackson reported that Scheer was still in harbour. Rear Admiral Henry Oliver, the Chief of War

  Staff at the Admiralty, had no reason to doubt this information and therefore sent an entirely misleading signal to Jellicoe and Beatty at 12.30 on 31 May.




  

    

      

        No definite news enemy. They made preparations for sailing early this morning Wednesday. It was thought fleet had sailed but direction signal placed flagship Jade at

        11.10 GMT. Apparently they have been unable to carry out air reconnaissance which has delayed them.21




        Rear Admiral Henry Oliver, Admiralty


      


    


  




  This signal clearly told Jellicoe that the High Seas Fleet was in harbour and that whatever Scheer had been planning had been delayed or even cancelled. The consequence was that

  although he continued to head towards the rendezvous point, from that moment, for him, the whole character of the mission had changed from an interception to just another sweep. The Grand Fleet

  continued at a mean speed of 15 knots but carried out several inspections of passing neutral ships which might have been forgone in circumstances of greater urgency. Beatty carried on at 19

  knots.




  In direct contradiction of the misleading Admiralty signal, the High Seas Fleet was at sea. In front was the light cruiser screen of the II Scouting Group, behind them came the

  battlecruisers of Hipper’s I Scouting Group. Fifty miles behind Hipper was the High Seas Fleet covered by the IV Scouting Group. Aboard the Derfflinger, second in line in the I

  Scouting Group, the gunnery commander took a well-earned rest and pondered his future.




  

    

      

        I went to my cabin, lay down for a siesta, watched the blue rings from my cigar, and dreamed of battle and victory. If only it came to gunnery action this time! My whole

        career seemed so incomplete, so much of a failure if I did not have at least one opportunity of feeling in battle on the high seas what fighting was really like. Blow for

        blow, shot for shot, that was what I wanted.22




        Commander Georg von Hase, SMS Derfflinger, I Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  As he lay there, day-dreaming, his thoughts drifted along familiar lines.




  

    

      

        I was possessed by a burning desire to engage our proud Derfflinger in action with an English battlecruiser worthy of her. Day and night this thought never left

        me. I pictured to myself how, on outpost duty or one of our reconnaissances, we came across an English battlecruiser, how the Derfflinger joined action and thus a gigantic gun duel

        developed while we both tore along at delirious speed. I could see how every salvo from the enemy was replied to by one from us, how the fight became ever faster and more furious, and how we

        struggled together like two mighty warriors who both know well enough that ‘only one of us will survive’. In my dreams I saw the English gunnery officer get his periscope on to my

        ship; I heard his English orders and my own. This thought of such a contest between giant ships intoxicated me, and my imagination painted pictures of monstrous happenings.23




        Commander Georg von Hase, SMS Derfflinger, I Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  The Germans had every intention of provoking a clash with a portion at least of the Grand Fleet, but they had no idea that Room 40 had first revealed and then, through no fault

  of their own, obfuscated their plans to Jellicoe.




  

    

      

        That the entire English fleet was already at sea and bearing on the same point as ourselves, not a man in the German fleet suspected, not even the Commander in Chief. And

        in the same way, according to all published reports, no-one in the English fleet knew that the German fleet had put to sea. There is no reason to believe that this was not the case, and yet

        in the inland parts of the country the question is always being asked, “How did the English get to know that we were off the Skagerrak?”24




        Commander Georg von Hase, SMS Derfflinger, I Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  Unaware that they were heading directly towards each other, the scene was set for battle when the fleets collided in the North Sea.




  

    [image: ]


  




  By 13.30 Beatty had disposed his force so that the 2nd Battlecruiser Squadron lay some 2 miles to the north-east of the Lion and the 1st

  Battlecruiser Squadron, a distance of little tactical significance. However, the mighty Fifth Battle Squadron was stationed some 5 miles north-north-west of the Lion. This failure to

  concentrate his forces made a hollow mockery of his earlier claim to Jellicoe that




  

    

      

        Taking the worst case, we may be west of them and may have a long chase at full speed. After chasing for three hours, i.e. a distance of at least 75 miles, the Fifth

        Battle Squadron with their 23½ knots would be at most 4½ miles astern.25


      


    


  




  Even at their cruising stations the gap was already greater than the ‘worst case’ scenario. It is possible that Beatty intended to close up his forces as they

  approached the area where they were considered likely to contact the German fleet, but the misleading telegram from the Admiralty had turned his mind more towards the mundane practicalities of the

  junction with the Grand Fleet and the imminent exchange of the Fifth Battle Squadron for the 3rd Battlecruiser Squadron. Whatever the reason, it was to prove a grave error and have a significant

  impact on the course of the looming battle. Ahead of Beatty, to the east, was the screen provided by the 1st Light Cruiser Squadron, while the 2nd and 3rd Light Cruiser Squadrons covered the

  approaches from the south and south-east. The whole force was zigzagging as an additional precaution against submarine attack. At 13.58, as they neared the designated rendezvous point, Beatty

  signalled his ships to be ready to make the turn at 14.15 to the north-east to move towards a junction with the Grand Fleet. Hipper was at this time pursuing a northerly course some 50 miles to the

  east of Beatty and, as their light cruiser screens were still some 16 miles apart, both admirals were in total ignorance of each other’s presence at sea.




  At this moment in the epic drama that was about to unfold, an archetypal strolling player crossed the world stage. A Danish tramp steamer, the N. J. Fjord, chose this moment to pass

  midway between the outlying scouts of both sides. Just before 14.00 she was sighted by the German light cruiser Elbing of the II Scouting Group and as a matter of course two destroyers

  were sent to investigate. Lieutenant Heinrich Bassenge was on the bridge of the Elbing.




  

    

      

        Madlung had just sent B110 to investigate. Through our binoculars we watched, with excitement, our torpedo boats circling around the steamer,

        going alongside it and examining their papers.26




        Lieutenant Heinrich Bassenge, SMS Elbing, II Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  At 14.10 the Galatea, the flagship of Commodore Edwyn Alexander-Sinclair of the 1st Light Cruiser Squadron and the most easterly ship of Beatty’s screen, also

  sighted the N. J. Fjord. They too moved in to investigate, accompanied by the Phaeton. As the outer margins of both screens converged on the hapless N. J. Fjord, the

  Galatea was startled to sight the two German destroyers alongside with their boats lowered and their boarding parties already setting out to check the N. J. Fjord’s cargo

  documentation.




  

    

      

        We sighted two German ships on the horizon. Full speed was at once put on and everything possible was done by the staff below to make sure they did not get away this

        time. When we got near enough, we discovered them to be two destroyers with a big merchant packet. Our Commodore at once challenged them with a signal. They attempted a reply, but gave wrong

        one. He tested them with another and again they could not answer correctly.27




        Engine Room Rating T. Farquhar, HMS Galatea, 1st Light Cruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  Realization soon dawned on both sides.


  

  

    

      

        After a short time a signal came from B110, we thought they must have found something important. I read the message myself, but all it said was, “Smoke

        clouds from the west, it looks like an enemy battleship”. This message was unexpected.28




        Lieutenant Heinrich Bassenge, SMS Elbing, II Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  ‘Der Tag’ had finally dawned with a rosy glow of understatement. Immediately, the Galatea started to pursue the destroyers. Commodore

  Alexander-Sinclair, who had initially mistaken them for light cruisers, hoisted the signal flag, ‘Enemy in sight’ at 14.18 and submitted a wireless sighting report.




  

    

      

        Urgent. Two cruisers probably hostile in sight bearing east south east course unknown.29


      


    


  




  At 14.28 the Galatea opened fire. Finally, after years of anticipation, battle had commenced.




  

    

      

        They were Huns all right and bang went our 6" guns. They soon left the merchant packet and fled eastwards with the Galatea and the Phaeton

        after them, at the same time pouring as much lyddite as possible into them.30




        Engine Room Rating T. Farquhar, HMS Galatea, 1st Light Cruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  As the German destroyers fell back on the II Scouting Group, the Elbing returned fire at a range of about 14,000 yards and made her own contact report: ‘Enemy

  armoured cruiser in sight bearing west by north.’31 The Germans had been deceived by the sheer volume of smoke made by the British light

  cruisers.




  

    

      

        At 14.32, the first shells were fired at the enemy, and the big battle had started. The distance was 13–14 kilometres despite the high speed. We managed to direct

        the first hit of the battle at the Galatea. The shell hit the bridge through two or three decks. Both English cruisers returned fire but did not hit us.32




        Lieutenant Heinrich Bassenge, SMS Elbing, II Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  This shell caused a considerable amount of superficial damage aboard the Galatea.




  

    

      

        They put a shell through our ship’s side, through our dispensary, through another bulkhead and finally made a dimple in the other side of the ship, but luckily for

        us it did not explode, as it was right over the 4" magazine chamber and I don’t think it necessary to state here what would have happened.33




        Engine Room Rating T. Farquhar, HMS Galatea, 1st Light Cruiser Squadron


      


    


  




  The Galatea wireless reports were picked up aboard the Iron Duke. Jellicoe, although he still believed that the High Seas Fleet was safely tucked in harbour

  thanks to the earlier Admiralty signal, nevertheless realized that something was afoot, and immediately ordered the Grand Fleet to raise steam ready to proceed at full speed. Beatty was steering on

  a north-easterly course when he received the message from the Galatea at about 14.20. At 14.25 he hoisted a preparatory signal to his destroyers ordering them to take up position to form a

  submarine screen, so that he could turn his battlecruisers onto a new course of south-south-east. At 14.30 a second wireless message from the Galatea reported the

  presence of a German light cruiser. At 14.32 Beatty ordered the flag signal to be hoisted for the general change of course to south-south-east. In doing so he spawned one of the most bitter,

  never-ending disputes in the whole history of the Royal Navy. The moment the signal was hoisted, the Lion turned to the new course accompanied by the 1st Battlecruiser Squadron and the 2nd

  Battlecruiser Squadron. At the same time, Beatty increased speed to 22 knots. Unfortunately, the Fifth Battle Squadron failed to accompany the battlecruisers. What had gone wrong?




  In essence, the Barham, the flagship of the Fifth Battle Squadron, was too far away to read the flag signal made by the Lion. The super-dreadnoughts had been zigzagging,

  controlled from the Lion by signal flags which had been repeated for them by flashing searchlight from the Tiger. The flags may have been large, but they could not easily be read

  at a distance of five miles. It is also vital to understand that they would have been only briefly displayed before being hauled down, which was the sign to execute the order. The dense smoke that

  poured from the battlecruisers, as they simultaneously raised steam to accommodate the increase in speed, exacerbated the difficulty of reading the signals at long range. Unfortunately, the

  Tiger confounded these problems by failing to repeat the signal by searchlight. In these circumstances, naturally expecting the fresh signal to be a continuation of the pattern of course

  changes in the zigzag pattern they had been following, the Barham ordered the squadron to turn from their north-easterly course to the north-west at 14.32. The two elements of

  Beatty’s force thus began to head in opposite directions.




  

    

      

        The visibility as it was, together with the intense smoke made by the battlecruisers bringing fires forward, it was impossible to see what Lion was doing until

        most of the Squadron had turned. Barham was zig-zagging at the time, which caused delay, but as Lion had been signalling to Barham with a searchlight previously to

        the turn, and had made all alterations of course by that method, there was no reason why a signal should not have been made for Barham to turn with Lion, by searchlight, if

        not by wireless, had he wished her to do so.34




        Rear Admiral Sir Hugh Evan-Thomas, HMS Barham, Fifth Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  As the battlecruisers raced off, each precious minute added immensely to the distance between themselves and the super-dreadnoughts that were supposed to

  ensure their superiority over Hipper’s battlecruisers. This has rightly been seen as a serious failure in command and control by Beatty:




  

    

      

        After all isn’t it one of the fundamental principles of naval tactics that an Admiral makes sure that his orders are understood by distant parts of his fleet before

        rushing into space, covered by a smoke screen.35




        Rear Admiral Sir Hugh Evan-Thomas, HMS Barham, Fifth Battle Squadron


      


    


  




  Rear Admiral Hugh Evan-Thomas, as a new arrival, was unaware of the intricacies of the standing Battlecruiser Fleet Orders, which warned that Beatty would not wait for

  acknowledgements from his subordinate admirals. Yet Evan-Thomas himself was not entirely free from blame in this calamity. As the battlecruisers disappeared into the middle and then far distance,

  he was lamentably slow in taking any action himself – in fact about seven minutes passed before they swung onto the south-south-east course – and even then it was only because the order

  was belatedly repeated to him by searchlight from the Lion. As such he was culpable for standing on precious little else but his dignity and due ceremony for far too long. It was surely

  obvious that the 1st and 2nd Battlecruiser Squadrons were no longer zigzagging in concert with his ships and, by failing to take the independent corrective action that was clearly within his power,

  Evan-Thomas was also guilty of an egregious blunder.




  The consequences of this seemingly minor signal mix-up were to be serious. The original gap of 5 miles which already separated Beatty from Evan-Thomas was overly large for proper close support.

  That gap had now opened up to around 10 miles. At 14.35 the Galatea made another report: ‘Urgent. Have sighted large amount of smoke as though from a fleet bearing

  east-north-east.’36 Whoever was over the horizon, the battlecruisers would now have to meet them on their own.




  On the German side, Hipper’s opening manoeuvres were less fraught with controversy. As the first signal from the Elbing was received at 14.27, he turned to a west-south-west

  course. A subsequent garbled message from the Elbing seemed for a moment to indicate they were approaching twenty-four to twenty-six battleships, which caused him to form line ahead

  steering south-south-west as it seemed that battle was imminent. When subsequent signals made it apparent that they were at that stage facing just four British light cruisers,

  Hipper swung in stages round, until at 15.10 he was steering a north-westerly course in hot pursuit of his imagined prey.




  As the British battlecruisers hared off, eventually to be followed by the Fifth Battle Squadron desperately engaged in cutting corners to try to diminish the gap, there was a lengthy period of

  calm before the storm that would engulf them. Sighting reports from the two light cruiser screens meant that the British and Germans were aware of the possible presence of the other’s

  battlecruisers. But distances at sea are vast and there was a good deal of hard steaming to endure before they could actually see their opposite numbers. As they searched the empty grey horizons

  that bound them, excitement mingled with occasional tremors of entirely natural trepidation and a grim sense of purpose as they eagerly anticipated the cathartic moment of release when they would

  actually see their enemies.




  

    

      

        A message from the captain reached me in the fore control, “Enemy battlecruisers have been reported.” I passed this message on to the gun crews. It was now

        clear that within a short time a life and death struggle would develop. For a moment there was a marked hush in the fore control. But this only lasted a minute or so, then humour broke out

        again, and everything went on in perfect order and calm. I had the guns trained on what would be approximately the enemy’s position. I adjusted my periscope to its extreme power. But

        still there was no sign of the enemy.37




        Commander Georg von Hase, SMS Derfflinger, I Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  At about 14.45 Beatty ordered his seaplane carrier, the Engadine, stationed in the cruiser screen, to launch an aircraft to investigate the smoke reported by the

  Galatea. The Engadine carried two Short seaplanes and two ‘Baby’ Sopwith seaplanes.




  

    

      

        Word came through, “Investigate with aircraft!” There was some activity just on the horizon in the direction of Schleswig Holstein. I was on the aft deck with

        my old Short Seaplane 8359 on the aft deck all ready to go – clad in flying gear sitting in the cockpit waiting for instructions, engine warming up, chain hooked on ready to hoist

        – I’d have been in the water and away in about a minute and a half. Unfortunately just as I got my engine nicely warmed up, our senior flying officer, Flight

        Lieutenant Rutland, appeared, waved me down with my observer and told me that he’d got the Captain’s sanction – he was to go! So my Short Seaplane 8359 went – but

        without me!38




        Flight Lieutenant Graham Donald, Royal Naval Air Service, HMS Engadine, Battlecruiser Fleet


      


    


  




  Before the seaplane could be launched, the Engadine had to pull round into the wind and it was not until 15.08 that the usurper Rutland took off with his observer,

  Assistant Paymaster George Trewin. It was a historic moment, the first aerial reconnaissance to be carried out at sea during a battle. The cloud conditions were such that Rutland was forced to come

  down low in order to carry out any effective observation.




  

    

      

        After about ten minutes sighted the enemy. Clouds were at 1,000 to 1,200 feet, with patches at 900 feet. This necessitated flying very low. On sighting the enemy it was

        very hard to tell what they were, and so I had to close to within a mile and a half at a height of 1,000 feet. They then opened fire on me with anti-aircraft and other guns, my height

        enabling them to use their anti-torpedo armament. When sighted they were steering a northerly course. I flew through several of the columns of smoke caused through bursting

        shrapnel.39




        Flight Lieutenant Frederick Rutland, Royal Naval Air Service, HMS Engadine, Battlecruiser Fleet


      


    


  




  Lieutenant Bassenge sighted Rutland’s aircraft from the Elbing.




  

    

      

        Just before the order was given, to sail to the south, a little enemy seaplane came up from the south-west. We were very much taken aback it was not known that there were

        any enemy planes at this time, it must have been kept aboard an enemy ship. We had never thought of this idea. The whole manoeuvre took about two minutes. The aircraft inspected us from front

        to back (600–700 metres) in length and then disappeared into the mist.40




        Lieutenant Heinrich Bassenge, SMS Elbing, II Scouting Group, High Seas Fleet


      


    


  




  The change of course by the German light forces was spotted by Rutland while Trewin was in the process of making his wireless report.




  

    

      

        When the observer had counted and got the disposition of the enemy and was making his W/T report, I steered to about three miles, keeping the enemy

        well in sight. While the observer was sending one message, the enemy turned 16 points. I drew his attention to this and he forthwith transmitted it. The enemy then ceased firing at me. I kept

        on a bearing on the bows, about three miles distant of the enemy, and as the weather cleared a little I observed the disposition of our fleet, and judged by the course of our battlecruisers

        that our W/T had got through.41




        Flight Lieutenant Frederick Rutland, Royal Naval Air Service, HMS Engadine, Battlecruiser Fleet


      


    


  




  The immediate value of aerial reconnaissance seemed to have been proven at the first attempt. However, Rutland’s confidence was misplaced as their efforts were in vain.

  Signalling difficulties meant that their reports do not appear to have been received aboard the Lion.




  

    

      

        Three W/T signals were received from it, reporting three large enemy cruisers and ten destroyers, and that they were turning to the Southward. By this time the

        Lion, leading the battlecruisers, was passing us on our starboard side steaming into action. We tried to pass the seaplane’s report in code by searchlight, but could get no

        reply. Probably, as the Yeoman suggested, the report had been received by W/T direct from the seaplane, and in any case the battlecruisers would soon be in visual contact with the enemy. The

        haze had closed down again to a certain extent and the great ships were quickly outside visual signalling distance. Following the battlecruisers came the four battleships of the Fifth Battle

        Squadron and we made another attempt to pass the signal to the Barham. She answered our call sign, but would not take the signal as she also was preparing to go into

        action.42




        Signaller H. Y. Ganderton, HMS Engadine, Battlecruiser Fleet


      


    


  




  The first aerial reconnaissance had achieved little but to act as a signpost to the inevitable future of naval warfare.




  

    [image: ]


  




  As the fleets closed on each other, the visibility was favourable to Hipper, for it was considerably clearer looking west than east. As a result, at 15.20 Hipper, from his flagship the Lützow, caught his first glimpse of the smoke of the approaching British battlecruisers several minutes before he was sighted by his

  opposite number on the bridge of the Lion. At first Hipper was unsure as to their course and formation and for a few minutes he continued to the north as he allowed the situation to

  clarify, although as a precaution he slowed down to 23 knots. At around 15.25 the first British sighting reports were made from the New Zealand and Princess Royal. Beatty finally

  sighted the German battlecruisers from the Lion at about 15.30 and immediately ordered his ships back onto an easterly course to close rapidly with the Germans while at the same time

  placing himself squarely between Hipper and his base.




  

    

      

        It was a lovely day and a flat calm. Many of the sailors were sun-bathing on deck. To the eastward the visibility was about 20,000 yards but more to the westward. I

        checked our position and had a general look round. The other destroyers of the 13th Flotilla were scattered around as a submarine screen with the Champion dead ahead of the

        Lion. I had a good look round and then saw flying at the Lion’s yardarm a flag which I knew well meant, “Enemy in sight!” I rang the alarm and called the

        Captain.43




        Sub-Lieutenant Hilary Owen, HMS Moorsom, 9/10th Flotilla
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