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remembrance ni 

Ulster sailors killed at Anzio in Belfast-
built Penelope

�

On February 18, 1944 three Able Seamen and a Petty 
Officer from Northern Ireland died in HMS Penelope which 
was torpedoed near Anzio. They were Thomas Gould from 
Belfast, Kenneth Hewitt from Londondery, William Hunter 
from Ballyclare and Samuel Taylor from Dundrod. 418 
members of the ship’s company of 650, including the 
captain DG Belben. A Lance Bombardier from Londonderry 
in the Royal Artillery was killed at Anzio the previous day.
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The Belfast-built ship had been attacked so often she was 
nicknames HMS Pepperpot.

One of the survivors, Jack Clark, a Royal marine musician, 
was a gunnery operator in the transmitting station on 
Penelope. He recalled his experience to the BBC.

“Having taken part in actions in the North Africa campaign, 
Sicily, Italy and Aegean we were engaged in the 
bombardment of enemy positions relating to the beachhead 
at Anzio. Having bombarded for approximately two weeks 
we were becoming short of fuel and ammunition. On the 
17th February 1944 we left during the late evening and 
returned to Naples to replenish supplies of the 
aforementioned. Captain Belben had completed our tour of 
duty and was expected to give us a well-earned 24-hour rest 
period, the custom when conditions permitted. 

“As we anchored in the bay of Naples at 22:00 captain 
Belben received a signal ordering him to prepare for sea 
immediately and return to Anzio to take the place of HMS 
Dido, which had been in collision with a landing craft in 
Naples bay. The position at Anzio was so critical not one 
cruiser could be spared, as every gun was needed to drive 
back the enemy who was driving our land forces 
dangerously towards the sea. In fact Mr Winston Churchill 
our leader and prime minister stated, 'A deep dangerous 
wedge was driving into our line and no further retreat was 
possible, it was life or death.' “Crewmen in the duty port 
watch toiled late into the night to oil and ammunition under 
the hazard of air alerts. At 06:00 on 18th February,

a Friday, we left Naples bay and increased speed to 26 
knots and then steered a NW course to make for Anzio, 
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zigzagging as she went to avoid possible submarine 
attacks. Early that morning U410 commanded by Lieutenant 
Arno Fensky, aged 25, had moved into the area. He had 
already destroyed a 7,000-ton supply ship on the 15th 
February. 

“At 06:53 the U410 look-out cried out 'enemy ship', the 
captain of U410 ordered diving stations to periscope level 
and closed in fast on HMS Penelope. At 06:58 a torpedo 
leapt from its tube to run at a depth of 6 meters towards an 
unsuspecting Penelope, it took just 35 seconds to reach the 
cruiser. Then there was a thunderous explosion, which sent 
men crashing to the deck, as the stern lifted out of the water. 

�

“The hit was well below the water line on the starboard side 
abaft the engine room. It fractured oil tanks and caused 
flooding to the aft engine room and other compartments. An 
emergency signal was immediately started, but before the 
full text was tapped out the power failed. Penelope listed to 
starboard as the sea rushed through the torn hull, then she 
began circling to starboard, her steering gear damaged, in 
effect no lights, aft engine room out of action, no steering, 
no telephones and 9 degree list to starboard. 
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“The captain ordered counter flooding, then ordered a 
signalman to signal to LST 165 and 430 a few miles distant 
to 'close me', they were returning to Naples empty to pick up 
more troops, by then Penelope had stopped with smoke 
belching from her after funnel. At that point Fensky ordered 
'Fire 2' tube No 1 with a Mark V torpedo. To give the cruiser 
the coup de grace then came the second shattering 
explosion which hit starboard side abreast the boiler room 
followed by a second thud which caused the after magazine 
to blow up. Penelope capsized with a column of water that 
shot into the air, smoke belching from the after funnel and 
the boiler room exploded and flooded. Penelope had broken 
her back, two ends pointed upwards, the bow at an angle of 
50 degrees. 

“My action station had just been fallen out and I instinctively 
made my way into the open portside waist, and no sooner 
reached the open as the explosion occurred. I immediately 
dived over the side into the icy, rough, oil-covered sea 
wearing a roll neck pullover, jacket and sea boots. Other 
men still in duffel coats sank straight to the bottom. The ship 
had vanished in one and a half minutes with a large number 
of men trapped inside, no boats or rafts as they went with 
the ship. Many men died in the water from lack of strength 
and oil ingestion. After approx one and three-quarters hours 
a tank landing craft reached us, but alas had no means of 
picking us up. 

“Our heroic chaplain Rev PA Murphy had shortly gone into 
the sick bay stating, in reply to a question, 'I'm going where 
I'm needed.' Unfortunately he was not seen again. 

“Some army ratings hung rope over the side of the LST and 
those of us that had the strength grabbed the rope and were 
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pulled onto the deck of the LST. As this was difficult being 
soaked in oil, many men slipped back into the sea and were 
not seen again. My strength was quickly ebbing but I 
managed to hang onto the rope and as I neared the top two 
men of the Queen's Own Regiment grabbed my shoulders 
and pulled me on board where I flopped like an oily whale. 
We were taken back to Naples and put aboard a hospital 
ship Winchester Castle for a few days to recover”. 

Penelope was built by Harland & Wolff in Belfast. In 
September 1943 dhe was part of Force Q the allied landings 
at Salerno, Italy, during which she augmented the 
bombardment force. On 7 October, with the cruiser Sirius 
and other ships, she sank six enemy landing craftt, one 
ammunition ship and an armed trawler off Stampalia. While 
the ships were retiring through the Scarpanto Straits south 
of Rhodes, they were attacked by 18 Ju 87 "Stuka" dive-
bombers of I Gruppe Stukageschwader 3 MEGARA. 
Although damaged by a bomb, Penelope was able to return 
to Alexandria at 22 kn (25 mph; 41 km/h).

A memorial plaque commemorating those lost is in St Ann’s 
Church, HM Dockyard, Portsmouth. 

Roll of Honour - February 17
WW1 
+BAXTER, Samuel
RNR. Seaman. 1319C. HMS Wellington. Also served in 

HMT Star of the East. Died Plymouth Hospital 17/02/1918. 
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Aged 38. Husband of Bridget Baxter, Portland St., Larne 
Harbour, Larne. Ford Park Cemetery, Plymouth. Larne WM

+COWAN, William John                    
RNR. AB. 5266B. HMT Hawk. Age 31 Killed in action 

with submarine 17/02/1917. Aged 31. Son of Thomas and 
Margaret Cowan, Parkmount Street, Belfast. Portsmouth 
Naval Memorial

WW2
+THOMPSON, Thomas Martin 
RAF. Leading Aircraftman. 525225. Died 17/02/1940. 

Born 09/01/1915, he was the son of William John Thompson 
of Killyleagh, Co. Down. Bienvillers Military Cemetery, Pas-
de-Calais, France. Killyleagh WM

+CUNNINGHAM, Isaac Henry
RAFVR. Sergeant. 1072712. Died 17/02/1942. Aged 

21. Family memorial states he was killed in Normandy. Son 
of Isaac and Margaret Cunningham of Burren. Clonallan 
(Warrenpoint) Church of Ireland Churchyard

+McKEE, Albert
RAFVR. Aircraftman 2nd Class.1123750. Died 

17/02/1942. Aged 30. 450 (R.A.A.F.) Sqdn.  Son of James 
and Frances Maria McKee, of Newtownstewart, Co. Tyrone. 
Halfaya Sollum War Cemetery, Egypt

+HAUGHTY, Raymond George
Royal Artillery.Gunner. 1841697. Died 17/02/1944. Aged 

22. 21 Bty., 8 (Belfast) H.A.A.Regiment. Son of Arthur 
George and Kate Haughty, of Pengam, Monmouthshire. 
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Taukkyan War Cemetery, Myanmar. Regimental WM and 
RH, St Anne’s Cathedral, Belfast

+WILLIAMS, Alfred
Royal Artillery. Lance Bombardier. 3908033. Died 

17/02/1944. Aged 30. 312 Bty., 90 Lt. A.A. Regt. Son of 
William E. and Mary Ellen Williams; husband to Annie 
Josephine Williams, of Londonderry. Anzio War Cemetery, 
Italy

Roll of Honour - February 18
WW2
+ENGLISH, William
RN. Cook (S). C/MX 52431. Died 18/02/1940. Age 22. 

HMS Daring. Son of Thomas and Mrs. English, Jellicoe 
Ave., Belfast. Reported as missing in Belfast Weekly 
Telegraph 02/03/1940. Chatham Naval Memorial. Panel 39. 

HMS PENELOPE
+GOULD, Thomas
RN. AB. P/JX 283876. Died 18/02/1944. HMS 

Penelope. Three brothers serving, one in RN. Son of David 
Gould, Belgrave St., Belfast. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
17/03/1944). Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 82

+HEWITT, Kenneth
RN. Petty Officer. Six years’ service. P/KX 93267. Died 

18/02/1944. Age 24. HMS Penelope. Son of Harold and 
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Esther Hewitt Fountain St., Londonderry; husband of 
Kathleen Hewitt, Londonderry. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
17/03/1944). Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 85

+HUNTER, William John
RN. Able Seaman. P/SSX 21424. Enlisted 1937. Date 

of Death:18/02/1944. Age: 23.  HMS Penelope. Torpedoed 
near Anzio. Brother Robert served with Airborne Forces. 
Born Logwood Rd., Ballyclare. Son of John and Lavinia 
Mary Hunter, Ballyclare. Portsmouth Naval Memorial, Panel 
82

+TAYLOR, Samuel Johnston                
RN. Able Seaman. P/JX 198151. Date of Death: 

18/02/1944. Age: 27. HMS Penelope. Son of Thomas and 
Mary Taylor, The Kennels, Dundrod, Templepatrick. (Belfast 
Weekly Telegraph 24/03/1944). Portsmouth Naval Memorial, 
Panel 83. Glenavy  WM. Lisburn WM

On this day -    
February 17

1940  
Norway protests to Britain 

over violation of neutrality.
1941
Franciscan Fr. Maximilian 

Kolbe (right) was arrested by 
Germans in Niepokalanów. He 
was first sent to Pawiak prison 

Page �8



February 18, 2018

in Warsaw and then to Auschwitz, where he finally sacrificed 
his life - volunteered to replace another prisoner sentenced 
to starvation death.

 
Off Ireland, U-101 sinks British freighter Gairsoppa (85 

killed) carrying 2800 bars of silver to fund war (110 tons  of 
silver were recovered in 2011).

1942  
German vessel disguised as a British merchantman is 

reported sunk by a U-boat off Azores.
First Seabees arrive in the Pacific, on Bora Bora in 

American Samoa to build an airfield.
In Singapore, Japanese send 3,000 British civilians to 

Changi prison and 50,000 British, Australian, and Indian 
POWs to Selarang Barracks.

Japanese invade Bali, despite allied naval interception 
and bomb Darwin on Northern Australia.

1943  
The Eighth Army occupies Medenine in southern 

Tunisia. 5th Panzerarmee’s advance beyond the Kasserine 
Pass is temporarily suspended.

In Tunisia, US evacuates Fériana & Thélepte Airfields; 
Germans occupy the airfields and the towns of Sbeïtla and 
Kasserine.

Baseball player Joe DiMaggio of the New York Yankees 
enlists in the US Army.

Aircraft carrier USS Lexington (CV-16) is commissioned 
at Quincy, MA.
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1944  
German troops encircled in the Cherkassy pocket 

achieve a breakout, but at a heavy cost in men and 
equipment. The Russians claim the annihilation of the 
trapped German divisions at Korsun. They also begin to 
storm Krivoi Rog.

US Army and Marines land on Eniwetok Atoll in 
Marshalls. (Pic) Troops of the U.S. 22nd Marine Regiment 
begin to land on Engebi Island, facing 3,500 Japanese 
defenders. 

Operation Hailstone begins as U.S. carrier-based 
planes bomb the Japanese naval base at Truk in the 
Caroline Islands.
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1945
The Flower Class Corvette HMS Bluebell (above) was 

torpedoed by U Boat off Murmansk whilst on Russian 
Convoy Duty. She sank in less than 30 seconds with the 
loss of all but one of her 86 man ship’s company. The 
German Torpedo detonated Bluebell’s depth charges.

The U.S. Third Army launches a new offensive into 
Germany, having pierced the Siegfried Line on an 11-mile 
front.

U.S. troops capture the whole of the Bataan Peninsula, 
which commands Manila Bay in Philippines.
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Gen. MacArthur’s troops land on Corregidor in the 
Philippines.

For the second day in a row, carriers of US Fifth Fleet 
hit Tokyo.

On this day - February 18
1940 
Chinese forces drive Japanese out of Nanning, China.
1941 
Parts of the Australian 8th Division arrive in Singapore.
1943 
In the wake of the Stalingrad disaster, Dr. Goebbels, 

speaking before an enthusiastic audience of soldiers and 
civilians in Berlin, announces the implementation of “total 
war” which, for the first time, mandates the employment of 
German women in the war effort.

The first class of 39 flight nurses graduates at Bowman 
Field, Kentucky.

A B-29 Superfortress bomber crashes in test flight into a 
meat-packing plant in Seattle, 33 killed

Nazis arrest the ringleaders of the White Rose 
resistance group at the University of Munich.

German General Erwin Rommel takes three towns in 
Tunisia, North Africa.
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Madame Chiang Kai-shek addresses joint session of 
Congress, the first woman and the first Chinese to do so

1944 
Mosquitoes, escorted by Typhoon fighter-bombers, 

launch a daylight low-level attack on the prison at Amiens, 
France, in order release French patriots; 258 prisoners 
escaped (including many criminals), but 102 inmates were 
killed. Renewed allied attacks at Cassino are broken off. 
The Germans make further gains at Anzio but are repulsed 
by allied artillery and warships.

The Red Army recaptures Staraya Russa, as Army 
Group North falls back to the line Narva-Pleskau-Oposhka.

The Germans conduct their heaviest night raid on 
London since 1941 as the Luftwaffe intensifies the ‘Little 
Blitz’.

The Cruiser Penelope is sunk by U-410 off Naples and 
earns the distinction of being the last British cruiser to be 
lost in the war.

U.S. Marines begin landing on Eniwetok Atoll in the 
Marshall Islands.

1945 
The Red Army encircles Graudenz on the Vistula. 

Troops of the 11th SS Army are brought to a stand still by 
stiffening Soviet resistance to ‘Operation Sonnenwende’.

A Russian torpedo hits the ex-’Strength through Joy’ 
Nazi cruise liner leaving Danzig for Denmark with 5,000 
refugees and 3,800 U-boat personnel on board. Only 1,000 
are reported as saved.
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British Empire casualties to November 1944 are 
announced as 282,162 killed, 80,580 missing, 386,374 
wounded and 294,438 captured.

US Army Air Forces Band (under Maj. Glenn Miller 
before his death) performs at Paris Opera House, the first 
time popular music was performed at this venue.
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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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