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history

The Light Cruiser HMS Neptune - only one man 
survived out of her entire complement when she came 
to grief in a minefield. 

Early in 1941, the New Zealand Government responded to 
the Admiralty's request for more sailors to man the 
increasing number of ships being brought into war service. It 
was intended to form a New Zealand crew for an additional 

Page 1



December 19

cruiser; HMS Neptune had been approved for this purpose. 
She had been expected to leave the United Kingdom for 
New Zealand in May, but instead she was attached to the 
Seventh Cruiser Squadron in the Mediterranean because of 
the heavy loss of cruisers suffered during the Crete 
campaign. 

HMS Neptune, which was to serve alongside its existing 
ships Achilles and Leander joined Admiral Cunningham’s 
Malta-based Force K. At that time there was considerable 
effort concentrated on disrupting enemy supply lines from 
Italy to North Africa. In the months leading up to December 
1941, as many as 77% of ships sailing from Italy to Tripoli 
were sunk. 

On the night of 19 December 1941, there occurred one of 
the most extensive but least known naval disasters of the 
Second World War when Neptune ran into an uncharted 
enemy minefield in the Mediterranean off Tripoli, and sank 
with the loss of 764 officers and men. Of the 764 men who 
lost their lives, 150 were New Zealanders. 
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Seven men from Northern Ireland lost their lives. They 
were from Belfast, Bangor, Larne, Limavady, Portadown 
and Cullion in County Tyrone. 

Just one man was rescued by an Italian torpedo boat, after 
5 days in the water. 

Following so soon after the loss of the Prince of Wales and 
the Repulse in the Far East, it was not surprising that Britain 
worked hard to conceal the scale of the calamity at the time. 
Details of the losses of HMS Neptune would not be released 
for six months. (See entry for William Logue in RH below). 

HMS Neptune, commanded by Captain Rory O'Conor, was 
leading 'Force K', a Cruiser raiding squadron. Their task was 
to destroy German and Italian convoys carrying troops and 
supplies to Libya, in support of Rommel's army in North 
Africa. 

On 17 December 1941 every available ship was deployed in 
an effort to ensure that the oiler HMS Breconshire arrived 
safely in Malta. The threat came not only from aircraft but 
also from two Italian Battleships, whose presence indicated 
the Italians' intention to sail a convoy to Tripoli. Force K 
sailed on the afternoon 18 December 1941 in an attempt to 
intercept it. 

The three cruisers of 'Force K', the Neptune, Aurora and 
Penelope, supported by the destroyers Kandahar, Lance, 
Lively and Havock, were steaming south, in single line 
ahead on a dark, stormy night when at 0106 am, the 
Neptune struck a mine. 

The Aurora her next astern, hauled out to starboard but only 
a minute later she too exploded a mine; two minutes later an 
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The Anderson twins, 
Able seaman Henry 
Bruce Anderson and 
Able Seaman William 
John Anderson both 
aged 20 years from 
Glendowie, 
Auckland. They were 
both lost on HMS 
Neptune - Photo 
courtesy of the RNZN 
Museum 

explosion buffeted 
Penelope's port side 
abreast the bridge. 

Neptune going full 
astern hit another 
mine, which wrecked 
her steering gear and 
propellers and brought 
her to a standstill. The 
cruiser force had run 
into a minefield in a depth of water and at a distance from 
land which made it utterly unexpected. 

Aurora contrived to turn and steam out of the field without 
further catastrophe, followed by the Penelope; Captain 
Agnew, in command of Aurora considered the situation in all 
its dire gravity.They were 15 miles from Tripoli and it was 
nearly dawn. The damage to Aurora had reduced her 
maximum speed to 10 knots, and his duty was to get her as 
far from the enemy coast as he could before daylight. The 
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risk of sending another ship into the minefield to tow the 
Neptune out was hardly justified but the need to save life 
made it imperative. 

The destroyers Kandahar and Lively then entered the 
minefield in an attempt to reach the Neptune and tow her 
out. Captain Nicholl was also cautiously edging the 
Penelope towards her when at 0318 the Kandahar struck a 
mine. Captain O'Conor of the Neptune flashed a warning : 
"Keep away". At 0403 she struck a fourth mine which 
exploded amidships. This was more than her hull could 
take; she slowly turned over and sank. 

The Captain of the crippled Kandahar, made his last signal 
to the Penelope. "Suggest you should go" he said bluntly. "I 
clearly cannot help you" replied Captain Nicholl, "God be 
with you"; and to the Lively "course 010 degrees, speed 15 
knots." 

The dawn found Kandahar still afloat but submerged from 
abaft the funnel. Of possible survivors from the Neptune, 
nothing could be seen. All day they waited and with the 
darkness the sea rose. It carried the Kandahar clear of the 
minefield, but she was listing ominously. 

Then at 4 a.m. the destroyer Jaguar, sent to the rescue from 
Malta, appeared out of the darkness. With Jaguar 
positioning herself upwind of the Kandahar, the ship's 
company jumped in the water, and as the Jaguar drifted 
slowly down towards them a total of 8 officers and 170 crew 
were pulled out, but 73 men had perished. With dawn 
breaking, the Jaguar fired a torpedo into the Kandahar to 
sink her and set out back to Malta.
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Acknowledgments - CWGC, Neptune Association, RNRN 
Museum  

On this Day - December 19

1939 

The Russians lose 20 tanks out of 100 as they continue to 
attack at Summa.

Inside US territorial waters off Florida, British light 
cruiser Orion fires at German freighter Arauca, violating 
Pan-American Neutrality Zone; Arauca puts in to port at Port 
Everglades, FL.

1940 

Mussolini requests German assistance for his hard-pressed 
troops in Cyrenaica, asking for a Panzer Division, Luftwaffe 
units and various logistical support.

10,000 civilians evacuated from Malta arrive in Britain.

German submarine U-37 mistakenly torpedoed and sank 
the Vichy French submarine Sfax and support 
ship Rhône off the coast of Morocco. The U-boat captain 
chose not to record this incident on the ship’s logs.

German submarine U-111 was commissioned.

1941 

The United States forms Office of Censorship.
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Department of Agriculture holds National Defense Garden 
Conference to encourage home and community gardens.

Field Marshal Walther von Brauchitsch resigns as 
Commander in Chief of German army; Hitler takes his place.

Hitler orders that there should be ‘No withdrawal’ by the 
German Army and that it should stand and fight where it is.

The Indian 4th Division retake Derna from axis forces.

British troops evacuate Penang in Malaya.

Colombia severs diplomatic relations with Germany and 
Italy.

Frogmen of the Italian Navy penetrate the port of Alexandria 
in Egypt and cripple the British battleships HMS Valiant and 
Queen Elizabeth, along with a destroyer and aÂ tanker. This 
means that Cunningham had lost all his battleships and 
could noÂ longer muster a force strong enough to take on 
the Italian fleet.

The Japanese invasion of Davao began.

The British light cruiser HMS Neptune was sunk by naval 
mines off Tripoli.

Nicaragua declared war in Bulgaria, Hungary and Romania.[

1942 

Manstein’s tanks are only 30 miles South of Stalingrad.

French take Pichon, Tunisia from Germans.

Japanese planes attacked Calcutta overnight in the city’s 
first raid of the war.
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1943 

50,000 people turn out to watch the hanging of the four 
Germans in Kharkov city square

A pitched battle is reported between the resistance and 
Germans troops in Bernex, eastern France.

American forces at Arawe, New Guinea captured the 
Japanese airstrip and held it against counterattacks.

On the Philippine Island of Panay, ten American Baptist 
missionaries, three other Americans and two children were 
captured by the Japanese Army after having hidden for two 
years. The next day they became the Hopevale Martyrs 
after volunteering to be executed in return for the Japanese 
allowing their Filipino captives to go free. After being granted 
an hour to pray, the adults were beheaded by sword, and 
the two children, including a nine-year-old boy, were 
bayoneted.

1944 

In the Battle of the Bulge, US 101st Airborne arrives in 
Bastogne, Belgium to protect the crucial crossroads. 
Germans capture two regiments (7000 POWs) of US 
106th Division on Schnee Eifel, including writer Kurt 
Vonnegut, the greatest US mass surrender of war except 
Bataan.

German forces captured 9,000 surrounded U.S. troops in 
the Schnee Eifel region on the Belgian-German border and 
pushed the Americans back off German soil.

Japanese aircraft carrier Unryū was torpedoed and sunk in 
the East China Sea by the American submarine Redfish.
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German submarine U-737 sank in a collision with depot ship 
MRS 25 in Vestfjorden, Norway.

Chester Nimitz was made a five-star admiral in the U.S. 
Navy.

1945 

Eleanor Roosevelt, the widow of the late President is 
appointed as one of first U.S. delegates to the UN.

Roll of Honour - December 19  
Representing their comrades who died on this day

1914  
Pte. Brannigan, Peter 10738 Highland Light Infantry 
19/12/1914. Dungannon. Le Touret

1915

+DEVLIN, John 
Royal Field Artillery, 53rd Brigade, C Battery. Gunner. Died 
19/12/1915. Gunner John Devlin was born in Ballinderry, 
County Londonderry. Prior to the outbreak of war he was 
working in Stockton-on-Tees, England. At the age of 19 he 
volunteered and went to the Western Front in May 1915 
where he took part in many fierce engagements, including 
the Battle of Loos. He had written a letter home prior to 
Christmas 1915 saying that he hoped to get leave for a 
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week in the New Year of 1916, but his family received no 
more news until the report of his death. The report of his 
death was sent to his uncle, James Devlin, Churchill, 
Ballinderry Bridge. Ypres Reservoir Cemetery, Belgium. 
Stewartstown and Coagh War Memorials.

1941

         

HMS NEPTUNE 

+DONALDSON, James Nolan 
RN. Able Seaman. D/JX 146755. Date of Death:19/12/1941. 
Age:22. HMS Neptune. He had eight years service in the 
RN in which his father served for 24 years. Son of Jonathan 
and Anna Donaldson, Paris St., Shankill Rd., Belfast. 
(Belfast Weekly Telegraph 09/01/1942). (Belfast Weekly 
Telegraph 26//06/1942). Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 46

+HAMILTON, Albert 
RN. Able Seaman. D/SSX 26639. Date of Death: 
19/12/1941. Age: 34. HMS Neptune. Neptune was in pursuit 
of an Italian convoy north of Tripoli, Libya on 19/12/1941. 
The ship struck a mine and while trying to escape a 
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minefield hit two more. A fourth mine exploded. Neptune 
turned over and sank. Only one man survived of the crew of 
764. Son of Annie Hamilton, Portadown. Plymouth Naval 
Memorial, Panel 47. St Mark’s Parish Church, Portadown 
WM

+HARRISON, Robert Lyttle  
RM. Marine. PLY/X 3783. Died 19/12/1941. Age:19. HMS 
Neptune. His father served 18 years in the RN and was in 
submarines throughout WW1. Son of David and Florence 
Irene Harrison, Bangor. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
26//06/1942). Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 59

+HILL, James  
RN. Stoker 2nd Class. D/SKX 39, Died 19/12/1941. Age 19. 
HMS Neptune. Son of William and Annie Hill, Larne. 
Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 54

+LOGUE, William Robert John  
RN. Able Seaman. D/SSX 16115. HMS Neptune. Died 
19/12/1941. Age 25. Mediterranean. Son of William John 
and Anna Albertha Logue, Limavady. Plymouth Naval 
Memorial, Panel 47

+PATTERSON, John 
RM. Marine.PLY/X 100601. Died 19/12/1941. Age 20. HMS 
Neptune. Reported missing in December 1941. Two years 
service. His father served throughout WW1 with the 
Inniskilling Fusiliers. Son of Mr and Mrs Hawthorn 
Patterson, Lavinia St., Belfast. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
03//07/1942). Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 59

+SERGISON, Andrew Hogan Wilson 
RM. Marine. PLY/X 1726. Died 19/12/1941. Age 22. HMS 
Neptune. Joined the Royal Marines when he was 17 years 
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old, having been a member of the Sea Cadets. He had been 
married in April 1940 and went to sea three days later, since 
then his wife had not seen him. (Belfast Weekly Telegraph 
26//06/1942). Son of Mrs Ball, Oldpark Ave., Belfast. 
Husband to Mrs Margaret Ferguson, Royal Ave., Belfast. 
Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 59

+WYLIE, Samuel 
RN. Boy 1st Class. D/JX 184582. HMS Neptune. 
19/12/1941. Age 17. Son of Samuel and Minnie Wylie, 
Belfast. Plymouth Naval Memorial, Panel 50

1941

+COLE, Albert Parr  
RN. Petty Officer Stoker. D/KX 82617. HMS Stanley. Died 
19/12/1941. Age 27. Enlisted 1932. Son of Albert Charles 
and Margaret Frances Cole, Primrose Ave, Bangor. (Belfast 
Weekly Telegraph 06/02/1942). Plymouth Naval Memorial, 
Panel 51. See also John Hartley, below.

+CRAIG, Thomas Henry  
RN. Able Seaman. D/JX 136197. HM Submarine Perseus. 
Died 19/12/1941. Age 26. HMS Perseus (Lt Cdr E C D 
Nicolay), 6th December 1941, Central Mediterranean, 7 
miles north of Zante island, west coast of Greece in Ionian 
Sea - hit an Italian mine off the Greek island of Kefalonia. 
Sailed from Malta on 26th November for Alexandria with 
orders to patrol west of Greece on passage; 58 crew lost, 
one rating got to the surface and swam 5 miles ashore to 
Cephalonia before spending 18 months being sheltered by 
the Greeks (Ionian Sea patrol). Son of Henry John and Kate 
Craig, Culmore, Co. Londonderry. Plymouth Naval 
Memorial, Panel 46
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+HARTLEY, John 
RN. Able Seaman. D/JX 155925. Died19/12/1941. Age: 20. 
HMS Stanley. John R Hartley was the son of Samuel and 
Sarah Hartley. He was born about 1921. ‘Jack’ joined the 
Royal Navy prior to World War 2 as a cadet seaman and 
served with a number of Royal Navy ships prior to his final 
posting on the destroyer HMS Stanley. On 14/12/1941, HMS 
Stanley was deployed on convoy escort duty. At 
approximately 04:15 hours on the 19/12/1941, HMS Stanley 
(I73) was hit by two of three torpedoes, exploded and 
immediately sank about 330 miles west of Portugal. HMS 
Stanley sank with the loss of all but 25 of her crew. Son of 
Samuel and Sarah Hartley, Moneymore. Plymouth Naval 
Memorial, Panel 47. See also Albert Cole, above.

+HYLAND, James 
Stoker 1st. Class . D/KX 89680. Died 19/12/1941. Age 24. 
HMS Thracian. Son of James and Maria Hyland, Belfast. 
Plymouth Naval Memorial

1943

+POLLAND, Joseph Norman
RAFVR. Sergeant.1485923. Died 19/12/1943. 138 (Special 
Duties) Sqdn. Died in a training accident  while taking part in 
a container dropping training exercise over Henlow Airfield, 
Bedfordshire. He was a bomb aimer on board Handley Page 
Halifax BB364 NF-R. The crew took off from RAF 
Tempsford, Bedfordshire on a training exercise. The mission 
involved dropping containers over RAF Henlow from around 
400 feet. At 1925hrs, after 65 minutes in the air, the Mark II 
bomber collided with a tall factory chimney at Arlesey 
Brickworks and came down one mile south-east of the 
target area. The collision happened at around 280 feet as 
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the plane circled although the pilot was aware of the 
chimneys.The plane caught fire killing all those on board. 
Son of electrician Samuel Polland and Sara Polland of 23 
Evolina Street, Belfast. Dundonald Cemetery

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 - and 
please share with your friends
•
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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
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