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HMS Prince of Wales - Force Z 

 
HMS Prince of Wales , a 35,000-ton King George V class 
battleship, was built by Cammell Laird and Company at the 
Cammell Laird shipyard in Birkenhead, England. Laid down on 
01/01/1937. Launched on 03/05/1939.
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During the Battle of Britain, Prince of Wales was damaged 
during August 1940 in the Merseyside Blitz, suffering a near-
miss that exploded between her port side and the dockside, 
severely buckling and springing her outer plates. 
Construction was advanced by postponing tests, shortening 
trials. Commissioned 19/01/1941 with Captain John Leach. 
The ship was not completed until 31/03/1941.

Intercepting Bismarck
The Prince of Wales while still not fully operational, entered 
service with HMS Hood to intercept Bismarck and Prinz 
Eugen. On May 24, she and the Hood fought the two 
German warships at the Battle of the Denmark Strait. 
Following the sinking of Hood, Prince of Wales, received 
seven large-caliber hits, and disengaged under a 
smokescreen. During the brief battle, she struck Bismarck 
three times. Prince of Wales joined HMS Suffolk and 
Norfolk. Gunfire was exchanged with the Bismarck briefly at 
0131 hours on May 25. Twelve hours later, Prince Of Wales 
broke off pursuit due to her fuel running low. She then 
returned for six weeks of repair.

Atlantic summit - Churchill and Roosevelt
Following repairs, Prince of Wales carried Prime Minister 
Winston Churchill across the Atlantic to Newfoundland. 
There, on 9-12 August, Churchill joined U.S. President 
Franklin D. Roosevelt for the Atlantic Charter conference, 
the first meeting between the two English-speaking leaders 
of what was emerging as the "Grand Alliance" against the 
Axis powers. 
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Following her return to British waters, Prince of Wales went 
to the Mediterranean, where she successfully engaged 
Italian planes off Malta in late September. 


Deterring Japanese expansionism
As tensions with Japan began to rise in late 1941, Britain 
looked to bolster their position in the Far East. Already 
deeply embroiled on multiple fronts against Germany and 
Italy, the Royal Navy's options were limited in regard to 
available reinforcements. Though First Sea Lord Sir Dudley 
Pound argued that the key base at Singapore could only be 
held by diverting the bulk of the Royal Navy's capital ships 
to the region, Prime Minister Winston Churchill felt that the 
arrival of two or three capital ships would serve as a 
deterrent against Japanese expansionism. With the situation 
in Europe improving slightly, Churchill directed that the 
battleship HMS Prince of Wales, the battlecruiser HMS 
Repulse, and the new carrier HMS Indomitable be sent to 
Singapore. Assigned to 'Force G’ with HMS Repulse and 
HMS Electra and HMS Express. On 25/10/1941 she 
departed. 

Reaching Singapore on 02/12/1941, Force G was 
redesignated Force Z and came under the direction of 
newly-appointed Eastern Fleet commander Admiral Sir Tom 
Phillips. Assessing the strategic situation, Phillips entered 
into contact with the American commanders in the 
Philippines, General Douglas MacArthur and Admiral 
Thomas C. Hart, to discuss plans should war with Japan 
begin.
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On 8 December 1941, the day of the Pearl Harbor Raid on 
the other side of the International Date Line, the Japanese 
landed in northern Malaya. 


Aware of the arrival of Force Z from Churchill's public 
statements, Admiral Isoroku Yamamoto, commander of the 
Japanese Combined Fleet, directed that additional bombers 
be sent to occupied French Indochina. These saw thirty-six 
modern Mitsubishi G4M (Betty) bombers reinforce the 
Genzan, Kanoya, and Mihoro Air Groups which largely flew 
aging Mitsubishi G3Ms (Nell). In addition, Japanese air 
crews began training for strikes against maneuvering capital 
ships at sea. These aircaft were in place when the 
Japanese opened hostilities on December 7/8.

The attack
The drone of aircraft could be heard over Singapore 
harbour; the war in the Pacific had begun. That evening, 
two ships went on a daring attack against the Japanese. 
The battleship HMS Prince of Wales, and the cruiser HMS 
Repulse set out on what would be their last voyage. 


Their commander, Admiral Sir Thomas Spencer Vaughan 
Phillips, could not stand by while the Royal Air Force and 
British Army were desperately fighting for their lives against 
a far superior Japanese force. He hoped that by attacking 
the rear of the Japanese army coming out of Singora, 
modern day Songkhla, he could cut their supplies and 
strand them on the beach. To do so, he selected Force Z, 
made up of HMS Prince of Wales, HMS Repulse, and four 
destroyers, HMS Electra, HMS Express, HMS Tenedos and 
HMAS Vampire. 
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The Prince of Wales was one of the most advanced 
battleships of the time, with radar-guided firing control, 14-
inch guns, and a heavy torpedo belt. She also had a new 





system called HACS or High Angle Control System, which 
was a radar targeting system for anti-aircraft guns. It gave 
the Prince of Wales an incredibly accurate array of anti-
aircraft weapons.


The Repulse, on the other hand, was an aging battlecruiser. 
Launched in 1916 she had had an extensive career during 
WWI and between the wars. From the start of hostilities in 
1939, she had patrolled the Atlantic and underwent multiple 
refits. When she departed from Singapore on December 8, 
while still an old man o’ war, she certainly had a fighting 
chance against a Japanese ship.


Philips, onboard the Prince of Wales, knew he was heading 
into a hornet’s nest, but believed he would be able to fight 
his way out and strike a decisive blow. The six ships of 
Force Z steamed out of Singapore, confident of victory.
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From the beginning, mistakes were made. The Prince of 
Wales’ HACS was not operating properly, due to the heat 
and humidity of Singapore. It left them with limited air 
defence. Phillips believed that air power was only a minor 
threat to his force as at that point no active battleship had 
ever been sunk by aircraft. At Pearl Harbor, the ships had 
been docked and were caught off guard. Believing there 
was no significant threat from the air, Phillips declined the 
RAF’s offer of fighter cover for his sortie.


Within an hour of leaving port at 1710 on the 8th, the small 
squadron was spotted by Japanese aircraft. News of British 
battleships leaving Singapore spread quickly among the 
Japanese navy, and a flotilla of battleships, cruisers, and 
destroyers was assembled to respond. Both forces came 
within 9 kilometers of each other, but due to foul weather 
neither spotted the other, and the Japanese aircraft were 
not picked up on the Prince of Wales’ radar.


Then a Japanese plane dropped a flare over the cruiser 
Chokai, mistaking it for the Prince of Wales. The flare was 
spotted by the British, who thought their location had been 
discovered, so Phillips ordered the ships back to 
Singapore. On their return journey, reports came in of the 
Japanese landing nearby, and Phillips believed there might 
be an opportunity to recoup some of the failures of his 
mission.


At around 1000 on December 10th, while Phillips was 
searching for the Japanese landings, the destroyer 
Tenedos, which had been detached from Force Z, reported 
she was under attack by Japanese bombers. Unfortunately, 
though, a lone Japanese scout plane spotted the force near 
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Kuantan and reported their position to the bombers. They 
broke off their attack on the Tenedos and spread out as 
they headed north.

So, after finding no targets, the British ships were returning 
to Singapore when, late in the morning of 10 December, 
they were attacked by a strong force of Japanese high-level 
bombers and torpedo planes. 


The Japanese aircraft discovered Force Z at 1113, and 
eight Nell bombers attacked the Repulse. They scored only 
one hit and caused no serious damage. The crew was 
shaken, but their day was not over yet.


Around 1140, seventeen Japanese planes appeared on the 
horizon, diving down to torpedo height. The British ships 
pushed forward under a full head of steam, attempting to 
escape the air attack. Nine planes attacked the Repulse, 
and eight the Prince of Wales. The battleship’s crew fired at 
the low flying aircraft, taking one out, and damaging three 
others.

Despite their efforts, eight torpedoes sped towards the 
battleship, just below the surface. The captain pushed his 
engines to their capacity, attempting to escape. Taking 
evasive maneuvers, he avoided all but one of the deadly 
weapons. 


A massive explosion rocked the port engine room. A 
torpedo had hit them at the point where their propeller shaft 
exited the ship, an incredibly lucky shot. The shaft, spinning 
at maximum speed, tore the damaged gasket which 
prevented the ship from flooding. Engineers fought the 
initial flooding and stopped the engine. While they 
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attempted to repair the damage, the Japanese aircraft flew 
back to base, to report the attack.


Finally, the Prince of Wales’ engineers got the prop up and 
running again, but as she gained speed, the watertight 
gasket failed completely. 2,400 tons of water gushed 




Under Japanese air attack - Prince of Wales right front - 
Repulse left behind 

through the prop shaft housing, flooding the compartment. 
The ship slowed from over 20 knots to 16, grinding almost 
to a halt. As the flooding spread through her port side, she 
began listing, tilting by over 11 degrees. All but two of her 
anti-aircraft guns were out of commission, and her 
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starboard guns could no longer protect her against low 
flying torpedo bombers.


To compound their problems the Japanese returned at 
around 1220. Twenty-six Betty torpedo bombers swooped 
down on the floundering battleship. Another salvo of 
torpedoes skimmed just below the surface towards the 
exposed underside of the Prince of Wales. Three more hits 
rocked the ship, sealing its already tenuous fate.


At the same time, torpedo planes attacked the Repulse 
from both sides. The pincer tactic worked, and the aging 
cruiser, which had so far dodged nineteen torpedoes, was 
struck four times in a row. She quickly took on water, and 
while her crew hopelessly tried to escape their sinking ship, 
she began to roll. By 1233 she had completely overturned, 
taking many of her 967 man crew with her.


Repulse sank at about 1230. 


Prince of Wales capsized and followed her to the bottom 
less than an hour later. The Prince of Wales, barely afloat, 
but still fighting back with her two remaining 5.25-inch anti-
aircraft guns, was being bombed. One bomb went through 
her deck amidships, hitting the makeshift hospital which 
was treating most of her wounded crew. She began to 
capsize to port, and HMS Express, a destroyer, came 
alongside to help offload the survivors. As the ship kept 
rolling, her bilge keel scraped along the destroyer’s side, 
almost taking her down as well.


The Prince of Wales and Repulse were the first capital ships 
to be sunk by air attack while operating on the high seas, 
their loss further shocked a naval world already stunned by 
the events at Pearl Harbor only a few days earlier.
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In all, over 1,000 crewmen were rescued, but 840 were lost 
to fire, explosions or the sea. 


The Repulse and the Prince of Wales were casualties of the 
old world’s reliance on large surface fleets. In WW 1 the 
submarine had come of age, now less than 30 years later, 
the airplane ruled the waves. Even if the Prince of Wales’ 
HACS had worked, the Japanese air attacks would have 
persisted, and the outcome would likely have been the 
same.


The age of the battleship was over. 


"In all the war, I never received a more 
direct shock.” -  Winston Churchill

The morning after the battle, Prime Minister Winston 
Churchill received a phone call at his bedside from Sir 
Dudley Pound, the First Sea Lord. 
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Churchill delivered news of the sinking to the House of 
Commons  before noon on 11 December, which was 
followed by a full review of the situation in Malaya the next 
day.


Singapore had essentially been reduced to a land base 
after both capital ships were lost. The Eastern Fleet would 
spend the remainder of the invasion withdrawing their 
vessels to Ceylon and the Dutch East Indies. They were not 
reinforced by battleships until March 1942, with the arrival 

Pound: Prime Minister, I have to report to you that 
the Prince of Wales and the Repulse have both 
been sunk by the Japanese – we think by aircraft. 
Tom Phillips is drowned.


Churchill: Are you sure it's true?


Pound: There is no doubt at all.


Churchill hangs up


In all the war, I never received a more direct 
shock... As I turned over and twisted in bed the full 
horror of the news sank in upon me. There were no 
British or American ships in the Indian Ocean or 
the Pacific except the American survivors of Pearl 
Harbor, who were hastening back to California. 
Across this vast expanse of waters, Japan was 
supreme, and we everywhere were weak and 
naked.
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of HMS Warspite and four Revenge-class battleships.
[Although all five battleships survived the Indian Ocean raid,  
their service in the Pacific was uneventful and they were 
later withdrawn to East Africa and the Mediterranean. 


Shipwreck and Ship's Bell 

The wreck lies nearly upside down on the bottom of 68m / 
223'. After the war, Japanese salvage divers searched 
unsuccessfully for this wreck to salvage materials. 

The wreck site was designated as a 'Protected Place' in 
2001 under the Protection of Military Remains Act 1986, just 
prior to the 60th anniversary of her sinking. The Royal Navy 
maintains a White Ensign flag on the mast of the Prince of 
Wales. Also, a British flag attached to a line on a buoy that is 
tied to a propeller shaft is periodically renewed.The ship's 
bell was raised in 2002 with the blessing of the Ministry of 
Defence and The Force Z Survivors Association. It was 
restored, then presented for permanent display by First Sea 
Lord and Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral Sir Alan West, KCB 
DSC ADC to the Merseyside Maritime Museum in Liverpool.

ROLL OF HONOUR
HMS PRINCE OF WALES

ATKINSON, Edward William
RN. Leading Torpedo Operator. In HMS Prince of Wales when it was 
sunk. Prior to joining Prince of Wales in December 1941, he had served as 
a machine gunner at a FAA  aerodrome. He was picked up by a destroyer 
an hour after the sinking. He and another Derry sailor, Leading Seaman 
Kilgore, were  part of the guard at the naval base in Singapore before it 
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was captured. He received head and leg injuries and whilst aboard the ship 
taking him away from Singapore he had an attack of appendicitis and a 
consequent stay in a Columbo hospital. After recovering he served three 
months in an Australian naval ship before volunteering for submarine 
service. Third son of Mr. And Mrs. F Atkinson, Foyle Rd., Londonderry. 
Educated at Bennett St., Carlisle Rd., and First Derry PE schools. Prior to 
enrolling he was employed by Messrs. Bigges, Foyle St. His two elder 
brothers served in the Royal Artillery and the Irish Fusiliers. (Derry 
Standard 31/03/1944).

+BOYD, David Wilson
RM. Marine. PLY/X10030. Member of Marines’ detachment in HMS 
Prince of Wales when it was sunk10/12/1941. Having survived that 
tragedy, Marine Boyd died 16/02/42 during the battle for Singapore. Age 
21. Listed as missing, presumed dead, during the evacuation of Singapore. 
Husband to Charlotte Boyd, Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 102

KILGORE, Andrew
In HMS Prince of Wales when it was torpedoed. Then to Singapore just 
before its fall. Served in tank landing craft. Son of Mr and Mrs JE Kilgore, 
Belview Ave., Londonderry. (Derry Standard 09/10/1942).

+KIRKPATRICK, David
RN. Leading Seaman. D/JX218782. HMS Prince of Wales. Died 
10/12/1941. Age 26. Force Z. Son of David and Mary Kirkpatrick, Belfast. 
Husband to Margaret Kirkpatrick. Memorial Kranji War Cemetery, 
Singapore

+MAGAHY, Thomas John
RN. Petty Officer. D/JX 133634. HMS Prince of Wales. Age 29. 13 years 
service. Son of Mr and Mrs R Magahy, Strandburn Parade, Sydenham, 
Belfast. Husband to B. M. Magahy, Lipson, Plymouth. Father of one child. 
(Belfast Weekly Telegraph 04/09/1942). Plymouth Naval memorial, Panel 
45

McCALL, James A
RN. Telegraphist. Enlisted January 1940. HMS Prince of Wales. Malta. 
Aboard ship which took Winston Churchill to meet President Rooseveldt 
off Newfoundland. Scapa Flow to Ceylon and Singapore on Repulse with 
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four destroyers. In HMS Sultan on lead up to evacuation and fall of 
Singapore on Friday 13/02/1942.  Then in HMS Kuala which was sunk by 
Japanese aircraft. 200 of 300 on board killed including women, children 
and nurses. Machine gun fire. Eventually became Japanese POW. One of 
1,000 taken. Made to work on the notorious Burma ‘Death Railway’, 
where thousands of allied soldiers were starved and worked to death by the 
Japanese. The Thailand–Burma Railway was a 415 kilometres (258 mile) 
railway between Bangkok, Thailand, and Rangoon, Burma (now Yangon, 
Myanmar), built by the Japanese Empire during World War II, to support 
its forces in the Burma campaign. Eventually brought to Saigon. Member 
of the Belfast Branch of the Burma Star Association. (Photo 
Newtownabbey Times 15/11/2012, Belfast Weekly Telegraph 10/09/1943).  
From Mossley.

McIVOR, Alan
Ordinary Seaman. 29451. in the November 1997 issue of the Desertmartin 
Parish News: ‘The Story Behind the Hymn’ featured Onward Christian 
Soldiers. Mrs Joan Hill from Carrickfergus, whose mother is Mrs R 
McIvor. Formerly from Ballynagowan Lane, Desertmartin  has written to 
us with an interesting story, she writes, “My brother Alan McIvor was one 
of the crew of HMS Prince of Wales and well remembers that day in 
August 1941. He was there on the quarter-deck, standing right beside 
Churchill and Roosevelt. On that day, he and the rest of the crew little 
knew what was in store for them a few months later and that the hymn 
sheets they were singing from and worse, a large number of they 
themselves, would end up on the bottom of the South China Sea. On 10th 
December 1941 the Prince of Wales was torpedoed by the Japanese and 
sank a short time later with great loss of life.” Alan survived and kept faith 
with his shipmates who did not. In December 2006 he travelled to 
Liverpool to attend the yearly memorial service in the cathedral for those 
who went down with HMS Prince of Wales and HMS Repulse. He also 
laid a wreath at the Belfast Cenotaph on the anniversary of the battle of the 
Somme in July 2006. The Royal Navy affords all the veterans of the 
sunken ships the honour of scattering their ashes over the site in the China 
Seas. On the 10th December 2007, the anniversary of the sinking of the 
ships, Alan’s ashes were scattered there. Alan was named after an uncle 
who was lost in World War I. Born Desertmartin 14/06/1923. Died 
29/07/2007. Buried Desertmartin Parish Church
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MEGARRY, Samuel
RN. HMS Prince of Wales. Twin brother of William (see below). Son of 
Mr and Mrs A Megarry, Lisnoe House, Lisnoe, Lisburn

MEGARRY, William A
RN. Seaman. Reported missing. Nothing was heard of him for two and a 
half years when his parents received two postcards from him stating he 
was a prisoner of the Japanese, and that he was in the best of spirits and fit. 
He joined the navy as a boy when he was 15 along with his twin brother 
Samuel. They were in the Prince of Wales when she was sunk. Both were 
saved. William was taken to Singapore and his brother went to serve on a 
minesweeper. Another brother serving in the Irish Guards was in hospital 
in England recovering from  wounds  received in the Mediterranean 
theatre. William worked formerly in the GNR traffic manager’s office. He 
was born on July 12.  Son of Mr and Mrs A Megarry, Lisnoe House, 
Lisnoe, Lisburn. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 14/07/1944).

MILLAR, James
RN. Boy 1st Class. D/JX 184634. Died 05/04/1942. Age17. HMS 
Cornwall. The Derry Standard 01/05/1942 reported that he was a survivor 
of HMS Prince of Wales and was evacuated from Singapore. Son of 
Archibald and Annie E. Millar, Newmarket St., Coleraine. Plymouth 
Naval Memorial, Panel 67

MILLAR, Robert Robinson 
RN. Ordinary Seaman. D/JX 170164. HMS Prince of Wales. Enlisted aged 
16 and assigned to Prince of Wales in 1941. Died 6/02/1942. Age 17. 
Presumed killed. Missing after the invasion of Singapore. Son of James 
and Agnes Millar, Carrickfergus. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 101. 
Carrickfergus Town Hall plaque

+PORTER, Henry Wilson
RN.Telegraphist. D/EX155258. HMS Prince of Wales.  Died 10/12/1941. 
Age 19. Son of William and Arabella Porter, Annalong. Plymouth Naval 
Memorial, Panel 50. Newcastle WM

+RANKIN, Albert
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RN. Stoker 2nd Class. D/KX 126888. H.M.S. Prince of Wales. Died 
10/12/1941. Age 26. Son of Mr. and Mrs. F. Rankin, Londonderry. 
Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 54

+SMITH, Samuel
RN. Able Seaman. D/JX 198146. HMS Prince of Wales. Died 10/12/1941. 
Age 21.  Son of Hamilton and Margaret Smith, Newtownards. Plymouth 
Naval Memorial, Panel 48

+STEWART, William
RN. Stoker 2nd Class. D/KX 126893. HMS Prince of Wales. Died 
10/12/1941. Age 35. Previously employed by Belfast Corporation. Son of 
Andrew and Annie Stewart, Belfast; husband of Jane Stewart, Foyle St., 
Oldpark Rd.,, Belfast. Father of five young children. (Belfast Weekly 
Telegraph 05/061942). Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 54

+SUGDEN, Horace Thomas John
RN. Stoker 1st Class. D/KX 83968. HMS Prince of Wales. Died 
10/12/1941. Age 28. Son of Robert and Lily Sugden; husband of Margaret 
E. Sugden, Londonderry. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 53

USHER, William
RN. AB. MiD for distinguished services in HMS Prince of Wales in the 
battle with the Bismarck. He had survived three sinkings when ships he 
was serving in were torpedoed. Served off Malaysia, India and Middle 
East. Took part in Dunkirk evacuation. Local community presentation on 
Central Pier, Bangor. Son of Mr and Mrs. William Usher, Victoria Rd., 
Bangor. A brother in law Frank Douthart, from Ballycastle, also served in 
the RN.
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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 

houstonmckelvey@mac.com


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