
August 1

 

remembrance ni 

HMS XE8 sister boat of HMS XE3

James Magennis VC, The context of 
action
With the war in Europe over and Allied forces now 
focusing their attention on Japan’s downfall, Britain 
began laying the groundwork for re-taking Malaysia and 
Singapore – a several-pronged attack, concluding, if all 
went well, with victory sometime between December 
1945 and March 1946.
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The Japanese Navy could muster just five warships for 
Singapore’s defence,

Gone were the conquerors of February 1942. The Japanese 
Navy could muster just five warships for Singapore’s 
defence, supported by the 70,000-strong Seventh Area 
Army, a rather motley assortment of troops pulled from units 
across Borneo, Malaysia and other islands in the region.

The Japanese had come from the north, through the jungle 
of the Malay Peninsula, then across the Johor Strait, when 
they seized Singapore. It was here they mustered their 
naval forces for the showdown, led by the cruiser Takao.

In her prime, Takao had been a formidable man o’war: ten 
8in main guns, eight 5in guns, 60 flak to fend off air attack, 
and two dozen torpedoes, with three catapult-launched 
seaplanes to spot for her gunners.

In the summer of 1945, however, Takao was worn out by 
three and a half years of war, a veteran of campaigns as 
diverse as the Aleutian Islands in Alaska, the invasion of the 
Philippines, Guadalcanal, and Leyte Gulf, the greatest naval 
encounter of World War 2.

Twice torpedoed, she eventually limped back to Singapore, 
beyond repair. Her life as a cruiser over, her formidable anti-
aircraft guns were used to turn her into a floating battery, 
protecting the former British colony from air attack.

Little of which was known to British intelligence. They saw a 
powerful enemy warship in the Strait of Johor, posing a 
threat to any attempt to liberate Singapore and the foot of 
the Malay Peninsula.
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With nothing of Hitler’s Navy left after Tirpitz was sunk in 
Norway, the Navy dispatched eight of its latest X-craft 
(“midget submarines”) to the Far East.

The tiny submersibles had crippled the Tirpitz, despite the 
battleship’s formidable defences. The improved XE-class 
was sent to the Asia-Pacific theatre for the showdown with 
the Imperial Japanese Fleet.

The craft and their mother ship, HMS Bonaventure, arrived 
in Labuan, off mainland Borneo, in July 1945, from where 
two missions were planned: one to cut undersea telegraph/
communications cables linking Japanese possessions in the 
region; the second to strike at the Imperial Navy in 
Singapore, codenamed Operation Struggle.

HMS XE1 was charged with knocking out Myōkō – larger, 
heavier, even more battle-scarred (she lost her stern at 
Leyte Gulf) and, like Takao, now a floating anti-aircraft 
gunnery platform.

And XE3, commanded by a 24-year-old reservist from the 
Home Counties, Lieutenant Ian Fraser, assisted by diver 
Leading Seaman James Magennis, New Zealander Sub-
Lieutenant William Smith at the controls of XE3, and Engine 
Room Artificer Charles Reed keeping an eye on XE3’s 
machinery.

They were crammed into a boat just 53ft long and not 6ft 
wide, capable of – at best about six knots on the surface, 
and just two submerged to prevent too much drain on the 
batteries. Two two-tonne explosive charges on her flanks 
would detach under the target, while Magennis could inflict 
further wounds on the Japanese cruiser using limpet mines.
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Maginnis VC and Fraser VC

It took Fraser 11 hours to guide his small craft through the 
network of defences protecting the Strait of Johor, then two 
more to locate the heavily-camouflaged Takao.

The cruiser was mostly sitting on the seabed already, but 
Fraser was determined to deliver a knock-out blow and 
squeezed XE3 under the Takao midships, where the water 
was sufficiently deep and where he dropped his charges, 
while Magennis struggled to fix his mines to a barnacle-
encrusted hull – a task made even more challenging by 
faulty diving apparatus.

The work was exhausting, but Magennis was forced to 
return to the water after attaching the limpets; one of XE3’s 
main charges stubbornly refused to detach properly.

It took him seven more minutes before the X-craft was able 
to extricate herself and eventually return to towing 
submarine HMS Stygian.
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XE1, held up by Japanese patrols, opted not to attack the 
Myōkō which lay another two miles inside the harbour, and 
compounded the Takao’s problems by dropping its charges 
and heading back.

Collectively, the explosive charges blew a hole more than 
60ft long and 30ft wide below the waterline, flooding 
numerous compartments (including two magazines) and 
rendering Takao all but useless (she would eventually be 
used for gunnery practice post-war and sunk in the Malacca 
Strait).

The crews of both X-craft would be showered with praise 
and decorations, but it was Fraser and Magennis who stood 
out.

“The courage and determination of Lieutenant Fraser are 
beyond all praise,” read Fraser’s citation for the Victoria 
Cross that autumn. “Any man not possessed of his 
relentless determination to achieve his object in full, 
regardless of all consequences, would have dropped his 
side charge alongside the target instead of persisting until 
he had forced his submarine right under the cruiser.”

Throughout the mission, Magennis “displayed very great 
courage and devotion to duty and complete disregard for his 
own safety”. He too was deemed worthy of the VC.

And like many winners of the medal, he struggled to cope 
with the fame which it brought – he was the sole Northern 
Irelander to win it in the war, but he also had to contend with 
the province’s religious tensions. The family fell on hard 
times, Magennis sold his medal, and moved to Yorkshire 
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where he lived and worked for the last 30 years of his life, 
dying in 1986.

His former CO spied an opportunity with surplus kit post-war 
and made a successful career of a diving business as well 
as maintaining his connections with the navy as a reservist. 
A regular attendee at commemorative events, including the 
dedication of memorials belatedly erected to James 
Magennis, Ian Fraser died in 2008 aged 87.

Both men’s Victoria Crosses can be seen in the Ashcroft 
Gallery at the Imperial War Museum in London.

They were the last submariners to win Britain’s highest 
decoration in World War 2, but they were not the Navy’s 
final recipients in the conflict… Acknowledgment Royal 
Navy, MOD. UK   See also Post   on REMNI for July 30

Battle of Passchendaele brief 

The Third Battle of Ypres, also known as the Battle of 
Passchendaele, was a campaign of the First World War, 
fought by the Allies against the German Empire from 31 
July – 10 November 1917.

The battle commenced on 31st 1917, and was spearheaded 
by the British commander in chief, Sir Douglas Haig. 

After a major Allied offensive by the French failed the 
previous May, Haig determined that his troops should 
launch another one that same year, proceeding according to 
his mistaken belief that the German army at this point in 
World War I was on the verge of collapse, and could be 
broken completely by a major Allied victory. 
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As the site for the offensive Haig chose the much-contested 
Ypres Salient, in the Flanders region of Belgium, a region 
that had seen two previous German-led offensives. 
Ostensibly aimed at destroying German submarine bases 
located on the north coast of Belgium, Haig’s Third Battle of 
Ypres began with significant Allied gains but soon bogged 
down due to heavy rains and thickening mud.

By the end of September, the British were able to establish 
control over a ridge of land east of the town of Ypres. From 
there, Haig pushed his commanders to continue the attacks 
towards the Passchendaele ridge, some 10 kilometers 
away. 

As the battle stretched into its third month, the Allied 
attackers reached near-exhaustion, while the Germans were 
able to reinforce their positions with reserve troops released 
from the Eastern Front, where Russia’s army was in chaos. 

Refusing to give up the ghost of his major victory, Haig 
ordered a final three attacks on Passchendaele in late 
October.

On 30th October, Canadian troops under British command 
were finally able to fight their way into the village; they were 
driven back almost immediately, however, and the 
bloodshed was enormous. “The sights up there are beyond 
all description,” one officer wrote weeks later of the fighting 
at Passchendaele, “it is a blessing to a certain extent that 
one becomes callous to it all and that one’s mind is not able 
to take it all in.” 
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Still Haig pushed his men on, and on November 6 the British 
and Canadian troops were finally able to capture 
Passchendaele, allowing the general to call off the attacks, 
claiming victory.

In fact, British forces were exhausted and downtrodden after 
the long, grinding offensive. With some 275,000 British 
casualties, including 70,000 dead.

Third Battle of Ypres proved to be one of the most costly 
and controversial Allied offensives of the Great War.

Acknowledgement - Antrim Somme Society

On this Day - August 1 

1st August 1918  
Northern Whig 

Rank & File Casualty Belfastman PoW. 

Private John Fullerton, 42082, East Yorkshire Regiment, 
previously 4/2796.  Drummer. 7th/8th Battalion Royal 
Inniskilling Fusiliers, who is a prisoner of war in Germany. 
Son of Hugh and Mary Fullerton of 65 Short Strand, and 
husband of Lizzie Fullerton nee Mullan who resides at 67 
Short Strand, Belfast. Note - John survived the war having 
earned the British War and Victory Medal. 
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1940 

                  

Submarine HMS Spearfish was torpedoed and sunk by 
German submarine U-34 off Stavanger. One man survived 
from her crew of 42 and was taken prisoner. RoyalNavy

1943

The Battle of Centuripe - 38 (Irish) Brigade
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01 - 02/08/1943 - The Battle of Centuripe.  What an 
extraordinary fight in an equally extraordinary place - it’s 
damn high up and from the air looks like a prostrate man. 
Hats off to the Irish Brigade.

1st August 1943, 6 Innisks:
"An afternoon march took us through minefields, over 

blown bridges, through Catenanuova to a late enemy HQ 
north of the town, which must have been extremely hastily 
evacuated as much equipment, transport, dead Bosche and 
marked maps were found..."

1st August 1943, 1 RIrF:
0415 Bttn moved to new area in MT.
2200 Bttns move again to new area preparatory to moving 

up to Centuripe the following morning if attack by East 
Surrey was a success.

1st August 1943, 2 LIR:
"In the evening, the battalion moved to the foothills of 

Centuripe. After leaving the Catenanuova-Centuripe road all 
food, ammunition, & wireless, except for the rear link, had to 
be man handled forward..."

CQMS Edmund O'Sullivan:
"I was being driven by Corporal Allen when we were hit by 

heavy shellfire. We jumped out of the vehicle into the 
roadside ditch. It was so shallow that, despite crouching, our 
heads and chests were exposed. We clung to each other, 
shivering....
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The fire was coming from our rear. Through the smoke 
emerged a figure with his face masked by blood. ‘Stop these 
bloody shells. They are killing my boys.’ It was a sergeant 
major of the East Surreys. Our 25-pounder barrels were so 
worn their shells were unable to clear the peaks.

Roll of Honour - August 1 
Representing their comrades who died on this day 

1916

+HAMILTON, John Stanley 

Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 9th Btn. Private.13655. Died 
01/08/1916. Age 22. Born Ballymena. He was a member of 
Caledon and District Branch of the Ulster Volunteers. John 
Hamilton enlisted at Finner Camp, Donegal. Nephew of Mrs. 
Ellen Whitelock, of Lake View Cottage, Caledon. Etaples 
Military Cemetery, Pas de Calais, France. Dungannon WM

+IRVINE, James Alexander

Royal Scots, 1st Btn. Serving with 17th Btn. Private. 21943. 
Died 01/08/1916 after having been wounded on two 
occasions. From the Shankill Road area of Belfast. Corbie 
Communal Cemetery, Somme.
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+SCULLY, P J

Royal Irish Fusiliers, 3rd Btn. Private. 20527. Londonderry 
City Cemetery

+WOODS, W 

Royal Inniskilling Fusiliers, 11th Btn. Lance Corporal. 14140. 
Died 01/08/1916. Age 36. Born in Co. Fermanagh. Son of 
Andrew and Mary Woods; husband to Harriet A. Woods, of 
59, Balfour Avenue, Belfast. Derryvor (Crom) Holy Trinity C 
of I Churchyard.

1940

+ANDREWS, Thomas Victor 
RN. Engine Room Artificer 2nd Class. C/MX 47587. HM 
Submarine Narwhal. Died 01/08/1940. Narwhal left Blyth on 
22/07/1940 to lay a minefield off Norway. Narwhal was 
sailing on the surface when it was spotted and sunk by a 
Dornier flying-boat. None of the crew of 95 survived. Son of 
Mr. and Mrs H. Andrews, Lurgan. Husband to Annie 
Andrews, Gosport, Hampshire. Chatham Naval Memorial, 
Panel 37. Lurgan WM

+McQUAIDE, Patrick 

Cameronians (Scottish Rifles). Lance Corporal. 3240495. 
Died 01/08/1940. Age 33. Born 09/10/1907 in the Kilrea 
area. The family later moved to Garvagh. Son of John and 
Mary A. McQuaide; husband to Rose McQuaide, of Kilrea. 
Drumgarner (St Mary) Roman Catholic cemetery, between 
Upperlands and Kilrea.

Page 12



August 1

1942 

+KELLY, Gerard

RAF. Flight Sergeant. 535494. DFM. Died 01/08/1942. Age 
25. 44 Sqdn. Son of Michael and Margaret Kelly, Belfast; 
Husband to Margaret Kelly, Newark, Nottinghamshire.  
Rheinberg War Cemetery, Germany

1943

+SHIELS, Clark 

Irish Guards. Guardsman. 2719512. Died 01/08/1943. Age 
24. Son of James and Maggie Shiels, of Upperlands. 
Culnady Presbyterian Churchyard

Every day is a Remembrance 
Day 

We will remember them 

To return to Home Page - click on Remembrance NI 
masthead.

Are you on Facebook? Like the Remembrance Ni 
Facebook site to receive notice of new posts
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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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