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The Fighting G - HMS Gloucester 

The island of Kythera where some of the survivors of The 
Fighting G landed and were housed after her sinking 
At 0800 on Tuesday 20/05/1941, Operation 'Mercury', 
the German codename for the invasion of Crete, began. 
It was the first airborne invasion in history.  
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The Germans planned to drop 23,000 troops, from 500 
troop carriers, during the first three days.


The Luftwaffe's principle strike force, Fliegerkorps VIII, was 
made up of bombers, dive-bombers, fighters and 
reconnaissance aircraft, totalling 716 planes.


HMS Gloucester in 1940. HMS Gloucester (Capt. Henry Aubrey 
Rowley, RN) was sunk in the Eastern Mediterranean in the 
Antikythera Channel about 15 nautical miles west of 
Antikythera island, Greece in position 35º50'N, 23º00'E by 
German Ju-88 and Ju-87 bombers during the German invasion 
of Crete. 

On 22/05/1941 the cruiser HMS Gloucester was sunk by 
aircraft of the Luftwaffe during the Battle of Crete. 


Gloucester was one of the Town class light cruisers built for 
the Royal Navy during the late 1930’s. She had the thickest 
horizontal armour of the class but neither this nor her 
original AA armament hobbled by lack of ammunition could 
protect her from the Stukas. The AA guns were controlled 
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The British light cruiser HMS Gloucester (62) lost on 22 May 
1941 in position 35° 50'N, 23° 00'E. 

by three High Angle Control System (HACS) Mk IV 
directors. She received RA279 airwarning radar.


The dive bombers first attacked Gloucester and hit her with 
two bombs at 1527. One damaged a boiler room and put 
out the lights, the other demolished the after high angle 
director. After some shuddering near misses another bomb 
scored a direct hit on the port side; the port 2pdt pom-pom 
was wrecked and another bomb penetrated the mounting's 
platform and exploded on the deck below. 


Gloucester's gunners were reduced to firing star shells at 
the Stukas, who by now were diving at the ship at mast 
height before releasing their bombs.


Exploding 2pdr ammunition added to the general chaos 
caused by these two hits. The graceful cruiser lost way as 
her steam pipes were severed and at 1545 she was hit by 
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three more large bombs. The wrecked ship now lay dead in 
the water ablaze and listing to port. Orders to abandon ship 
were given and she sank shortly after 1715


Fiji signalled that Gloucester was out of control. Only Fiji, 
herself desperately short of ammunition and still being 
attacked, remained with Gloucester. As Fiji steamed by the 
ravaged ship, the Captain ordered carley floats to be 
thrown overboard for the men of Gloucester. It was a 
generous and courageous act and one that undoubtedly 
helped to save some lives. 


Of her crew of 807 men, only 83  survived the sinking of the 
ship and the subsequent twenty-four hour ordeal in the 
water to come home at the end of the War in 1945. Once 
the men were in the water they had to fend for themselves. 
Several of the German planes returned and some machine 
gunned those in the sea. HMS Fiji and other allied ships 
were sunk.


Several factors contributed to what was a disaster. Firstly, 
the British Eastern Mediterranean Fleet encountered this 
force without the support of the aircraft previously based on 
Crete, which had been withdrawn to Egypt.


Gloucester and other ships came under heavy air attacks to 
the point where they had practically no high angle 
ammunition left. Gloucester and Fiji were ordered to 
withdraw.


Secondly, that Allied destroyers were in the area and were 
not sent to the rescue was due to poor naval 
communications and indecision by local fleet commanders.
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War record - five battle honours 

Gloucester was serving as flagship of the 4th Cruiser 
Squadron in the East Indies at the outbreak of war in 1939. 
For the remainder of that year she carried out patrols in the 
Indian Ocean. In December she joined Force I at 
Simonstown, operating against German raiders, but without 
success until May, when she joined the 7th Cruiser 
Squadron in the Mediterranean. She participated in Malta 
convoy operations, the Battle of Calabria, and operated in 
the eastern Mediterranean and Aegean throughout the 
latter half of 1940. On 11 January 1941, while part of 
Operation Excess, which involved a Malta convoy, three 
convoys to Piraeus and three other convoys, she was hit by 
a bomb which failed to explode. She was at the Battle of 
Matapan in March, and in April bombarded the North 
African coast several times. She was hit again by a bomb at 
Malta on 30 April, but the damage was not serious.


Gloucester acquired the nickname "The Fighting G" after 
earning five battle honours in less than a year.


BBC Documentary 

In 1999, BBC released a documentary on the loss of HMS 
Gloucester. The BBC Press release at the time stated -

The sinking of HMS Gloucester - with the loss of more than 
700 lives - may have been the result of serious blunders by 
Royal Navy commanders, new evidence obtained by the 
BBC suggests. 
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It was originally believed that the loss of the battleship off 
the coast of the Greek island of Crete in 1941 was an 
unavoidable consequence of enemy action. 
But the documentary HMS Gloucester: The Untold Story, to 
be shown on BBC Two on Thursday night, alleges that 
military chiefs blundered by splitting the cruiser from the 
main fleet and sending it back into action when it was low on 
ammunition. 
It also raises questions about why, contrary to usual naval 
practice, a boat was not sent back under cover of darkness 
to rescue the survivors from the Gloucester after she was 
sunk. 
The 9,400 ton vessel, nicknamed "The Fighting G" was 
directed away from the main fleet during the Battle of Crete 
to help evacuate British troops from the island. 
The Gloucester subsequently came under attack from up to 
200 German dive bombers and was sunk. Survivors were 
also strafed and bombed in the water. 
From a complement of 807 men, only 84 of the cruiser's 
crew survived in the water until the next day, when they 
Survivors 
commemorate their 
lost comrades 

were taken to 
prisoner of war 
camps by German 
vessels. 
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Previously unpublished letters from senior officers about the 
sinking state that it was "a grave error" to deploy the 
Gloucester when it was so low on ammunition. 
The fleet commander was heavily criticised for the decision 
and later removed from his command and sent to an office 
posting. 
There are only 13 living survivors of the sinking of the ship, 
which was commemorated with a stained-glass window at 
Gloucester Cathedral. 
Mr John Stevens, 80, of South Ockendon, Essex, recalled 
the loss of the Gloucester: "We were low in ammunition 
when we came under attack from around 200 Stukas [dive 
bombers]. The ship began sinking around 4.50pm and was 
gone within an hour. 
"The tradition in the Navy is that when a ship has sunk a 
vessel is sent back to pick up survivors under cover of 
darkness. That did not happen and we do not know why. We 
were picked up by Germans. 
"I believe a fleet commander made a fatal error in taking the 
Gloucester away from the fleet. We were very low in 
ammunition and we should have withdrawn to Alexandria to 
refuel and get more ammunition." 
Low on ammunition
Naval records show that the cruiser was given orders to 
"withdraw at discretion" an hour before it was sunk, but the 
Gloucester could have already been under attack at this 
point. 
The Ministry of Defence said it was not aware of the 
existence of the senior officers' letters. 

Page �7



However, a spokesman confirmed that many of the vessels 
in the British fleet around Crete were similarly low on 
ammunition after "fierce exchanges". 

This book looks at 
the ship's history 
and operational 
successes from 
her launching in 
1937 to her final 
tragic demise. It 
includes vivid 
first-hand 
accounts from the 
surviving crew 
and the author’s 
painstaking 
research has 
revealed the awful 
truth about one of 
the Royal Navy s 
greatest disasters 
during the Second 
World War. 


Ken Otter's father, 
Fred Otter, was Chief Yeoman aboard HMS Gloucester and 
was killed when she sank in 1941. Ken was then only seven 
months old. After service in the Royal Navy he joined the 
Metropolitan Police and retired in 1990 as a Chief Inspector. 
Since then he has been researching the history of the 
terrible wartime incident that denied him a father.
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HMS Gloucester remembered by 
minehunter’s crew 

Crew of minehunter HMS Ledbury paused their journey to 
the Gulf to remembered The Fighting G


The Portsmouth-based warship stopped three dozen miles 
off Crete – over the wreck of wartime cruiser HMS 
Gloucester.


Divers Lieutenant Tom Foley and Able Seaman Harry Poole 
entered the water with a specially-weighted White Ensign, 
releasing it to land on the shattered hull of the cruiser one 
mile below on the sea bed.


Surrounded by his 40 crew, Commanding Officer Lieutenant 
Commander James Harkin led a memorial service and read 
a moving account of the cruiser’s last fight, before the two 
divers entered the warm waters of the Ionian Sea. 
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HMS Ledbury 

HMS Gloucester 

Roll of Honour 

+BAILIE, James Francis 
RN. Able Seaman. D/SSX 24182. Died 22/05/1941. Age 22. 
HMS Gloucester. Died 22/05/1941. Age 22. Son of James F. 
and Sarah E. Bailie, Greyabbey. Plymouth Naval Memorial, 
Panel 46. Greyabbey WM 
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+CASSON, William Reginald Jones  
RN. Able Seaman. D/JX 141483. HMS Gloucester. Died 
22/05/1941. Age 23. Son of John and Elizabeth Casson, 
Newry. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 46


+HARRIS, John  
RN. Stoker 2nd Class. D/KX 118010. Date of Death: 
22/05/1941. Age: 32. HMS Gloucester.Son of Evelyn Harris, 
Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 54+ 

+IRWIN, Thomas 
LS. D/JX142449. Died 22/06/1941. Enrolled 1935. A 
younger brother also served in RN. Son of Mr. And Mrs. 
Thomas Irwin, Ballyclose St., Limavady. Limavady RNA RH. 
Plymouth Naval Memorial Panel 46


+KEMP, Kenneth John 

RNVR. Sub Lieutenant (E),Died  26/3/1941. QUB WM
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HMS Gloucester memorial in Krythnia was dedicated in 
2018. Members of The Fighting G Cub attended 

+McCLEERY, George  
RN. AB.D/SSX 18324. Died 22/05/1941. Age 21. HMS 
Gloucester was sunk. Son of JA and Harriet McCleery, 
Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 47, Col 3


+McCLURE, Walter James 
RN. Petty Officer Cook (S). D/MX 49447. Date of Death: 
22/05/1941. Age: 27. HMS Gloucester. Son of Walter and 
Sarah McClure, Dunluce. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 
55


+McKAY, Daniel  
RN. Leading Seaman. Died 22/05/1941. Age 22. HMS 
Gloucester. Son of William James McKay and Margaret 
McKay, Knock, Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 46
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+McSPADDEN, Robert  
Boy 1st Class. D/JX 162883. Died 22/05/1941. Age 17. 
HMS Gloucester. Son of William and Lily McSpadden, 
Newcastle. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 49. Newcastle 
WM



+MEGRAW, John Henry 
RN. Boy 1st Class. D/JX 162146. Date of Death: 
22/05/1941. Age:17. H.M.S. Gloucester. Son of John and 
Mary Megraw, Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 49


+MOONEY, Daniel 
RN. Boy 1st Class. D/JX 162737. Died 22/05/1941. Age 17. 
HMS Gloucester. Son of Patrick and Sarah Mooney, 
Ballycastle. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 49


QUIGLEY, Matthew

RN. HMS Gloucester. His parents were officially notified  
that he was missing. He wrote telling them that he had been 
transferred from the Gloucester before the engagement in 
which the ship was sunk. He also informed them that AB 
Hugh Stockman, son of Mrs Stockman, Killowen Street, 
who had also been reported missing, had also been 
transferred from Gloucester and was safe.  Son of Mr. and 
Mrs. Matthew Quigley, Macdonald Terrace, Coleraine. Derry 
Year Book 1942. Derry Standard 20/06/1941


+SLOAN, James  
RN. Ordinary Seaman. P/JX 189420. Died 22/05/1941. Age 
19. HMS Gloucester. Son of Margaret Sloan, Ahoghill. 
Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 51. Ballymena WM
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STOCKMAN, Hugh 
RN. HMS Gloucester. Was officially reported missing after 
the sinking of Gloucester. Another Coleraine man AB 
Matthew Quigley was also reported missing. However, both 
men had been transferred off Gloucester before the sinking, 
and Quigley informed his parents that both of them were 
safe. Son of Mr. And Mrs. Matthew Stockman, Macdonald 
Terrace, Coleraine. (Derry Standard 20/06/1941)


+WHYTER, A  
No reference in CWGC record  
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Wickapaedia


HMS Gloucester on You tube 
There are two clips. One is the launching of the HMS 
Gloucester in 1937 at south yard Devonport Dockyard, the 
other being the Commissioning of the ship in 1939 at 
Devonport. Go to Youtube Videos and type in the first ; 
"Duchess of Gloucester launches a cruiser 1937". the other 
film is next to it on the list entitled ;" Duke and Duchess of 
Gloucester at Devonport" There is another with no sound 
so do not click on this one. The Duchess Alice was one of 
the UK’s great beauties. She lived to be 102 yrs old.


Duke And Duchess of Gloucester At Devonport

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=w5F8qemJHlU
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remembrance ni 

The remembrance ni programme is overseen by Very Rev 
Dr Houston McKelvey OBE, QVRM, TD who served as 
Chaplain to 102 and 105 Regiments Royal Artillery (TA), as 
Hon. Chaplain to RNR and as Chaplain to the RBL NI area 
and the Burma Star Association NI. Dr McKelvey is a Past 
President of Queen’s University Services Club. He may be 
contacted at 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Copyright - all material in this remembrance ni publication 
is copyright, and must not be reproduced in print or 
electronically.

To receive a copy of remembrance ni  or notice  of new 
postings on web site please contact - 

houston.mckelvey@btinternet.com


Contact - Simply input Remembrance ni in the title bar and 
give your first and second names with e-mail address in 
body of text. There is also a contact  facility on the web 
site. See Menu at 

https://remembranceni.org/
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