
",FOOLING' AROUND THE
FRENCH COAST,,: RCN
TRIBAL-CLASS DESTROYERS IN
ACTION - APRIL 19414

byMichaelJ. lAlhitby

The operations of the RCN's Tribal-class
deshoyers in the English Channel during
1944 are among the most glorious chapters
in Canadiar naval history While "'fooling'
around the French coasf,', as sailors Dut it
in polite company, the Canadians sank or
Iorced aground three Cerman destroyers
and a number of light craft. These success-
es, howevet, werc not as easily won as pub-
lished accounts have suggested. This
study of the first Canadian actions shows
that the margin kv/een victory and defeat
was in fact very slim.

In des€dbing the situation that ercisted in
the wate$ off Guadalcanal in 1942, US
naval historian Samuel Eliot Morison
wrote that "a curious tactical situation had
developed at Guadalcanal; a virtual ex-
change of sea mastery every twelve
hours."' A similar situation prevailed in
the English Channel dwing early 1944. Air
suDerioritv allowed the Allies a measure of
coirtrol over the narrow seas during day-
light, but at night the Channel was far from
secure. The Germans were able to run con-
voys along the coast of north Brittany, E-
boats continued to be activg and their des-
boyers had proved to be remarkably adept
at countering the Royal Navy's offensive
sweeps. Small as they were, the German
naval forces posed a considerable thleat to
the impending invasion of Northi/Vest Eu-
rope: the lumbering troop transports and
supply ships would be extremely vulner-
able as they made their night clossing to
the French coast, The formation of the first
permanent strike force at Plymouth, con-
sisting of five Tribal-class destroyers, three
of them Canadian, was part of an effort by
the Allies to extend their mastery of the
Channel beyond the daylighthours.

Mi.r'ael J. Whitby, ,3 r ndon;in with the t're<t@te d His-
bry, Nanoial Delence Hea.lquarrea.

'"fhnnels"

The principal B tish tactic - termed
"Tunnils" --consisted of offensive anti-
shipping sweeps along the Bdttanycoast.
These had been carried out bv Plvmouth
Command since September 1943, but early
results hadbeen dismal. The most disas-
trous "Tunnel" had taken Dlace on the
nisht of 22-23 October 1943 when a force
coimposed of the A/ A cruiset Charybdis,
two Reet destovels ard four less powerful
Huntdass destrovers was attackei bv four
German torpedoLoats. Inwhat one'of the
British participants called "the classic bal-
,up of ihe wal','the'torpedoboats' - ac-
tually small, heavily arned destroyets -
sant the cruiser and a Hunt class destroy-
els with torpedo€s, and made their escape
without even being sighted.'

The Admiraltv and Plvrnouth command
learned importint lessons from this set-
back. First, warships taking part in such
opentions had to be compatible in perfor-
mance and amament. Because the caDa-

bilities of the ships engaged on 22-23 Oc-
tober varied widelv it was difficult for
them to operate as i cohesive unit. There
was also ineedfor better tactics: now that
radar was universally employed by the Al-
lies to control ship movements and gun-
nerv, the haditional line-ahead formation
wai far too flexible and it proved especial-
ly cumbersome when desboyers were tied
to the movements of a cruiser as had been
the case on 22-23 October when Clar1rbdis
led the formation. Finallt the action
demonstrated that the ships involved in
"Tunnels" should have comprehensrve
collective training. The ships-that sailed
from Pl]'mouth had never been to sea as a
unit, and the Senio! Officer, Captain
G.AW. Voelcker, RN, had no previous ex-
Derience on "Tunnels".5 Given such alack
of unit integrity and comrnand experience
it is hardly surprising that the operation
ended in disaster.

Althoush valuable lessons had been
leamed, the severe shortage of destroyers

Halda al speed in the Channel, June 1944.
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prevented their systematic implementa-
tion. On 19January 1944 within days and
in some cases hows of arrival at Pl).rnouth,
the RCN Tribals Afft abaskan , Haida , and.
Ircquois, along with their RN sister
Ashard, were sent on a "Tunnel" with
three Huntdass destroyers. This force had
undelgone no collective training, the
Hunts and Tribals had vastly different
capabilities, and the personnel in the
Tribals were unfamiliar with both the tyDe
and theatre of operations. Predictabiy,
problems with communications and
leadership arose, and in his subsequent
report, the CO ol Haida, Comminder
H.G. DeWolf, RCN, "strongly recom-
mended that thePlymouth forces exercise
night encounters."" Despite the need for
such exercises, few were actuallv carried
out, and the Tribals did most of their leam-
ing on the iob.

10th Destroryer Flotilla
On 9 February 1944 the 10th Deshoyer

Flotilla, consisting of the Tribals Asftantr;
Athabaskan, Haida, Hwon andTaftar offi-
cially came into being. Grtals CO, Com-
mander St. John Tytwhitt, RN, an officer
with considerable destroyer expedence,
commanded the flotilla, but hi6 tenure was
brief. During a "Tunnel" on 25 February
confusion arose when ine@erienced radar
opeEtors mistook the apprtrach of friendly
aircraft for an attack by E-boats. Then,
while off th€ French coast, the flotilla
opened file on what were thought to be
German destrovers, but which tumed out
to be a group of small islands.T

There were still more serious Droblems
on a sweep four nights later.-The five
Tribals twice gained contact with German
naval forces but failed to engage them.
First, Commander TlTwhift avoided a con-
frontation with E-boats in mid-Channel.
More si8nificantly, while off the Bdttany
coast, he twice ordered his force to tum
away from a suspected torpedo attack. The
destlovers returned to Plvmouth after

making only a token search for the enemy:
a more sustained search would likely have
tumed up the five torpedoboats that had
not only stalked the Tribats, but had in-
deed carried out a torpedo attack which,
fortunatelv for the Tribals, was unsuccess-
ful.3 The ?a ures of this operation may
have contributed to a change in command
ofthe 10th Flotilla.

Officially Tl.rwhitt was relieved tor a
well-deseryed rest followins three ex-
tremely stressful years of desioyer com-
mand in the Meditenanear. Howeve4 the
tone of the C-in-C Plymouth's leDort on
the 1-2 March 'Tunnei'; together ;ith the
timing of the command change, suggest
that the flotilla's performance mav have
been a factor in hi! reDlacement.

No matter what it; cause, there is no
doubt that the command change sent a
strong message to the other CO's of the
flotilla. In his repo*, the C-in-C, Admtal
l€atham, had written: "depending on the
cilcumstances, which on-ly a commanding
officer can gauge, evasiv€ action may have
to be taken, but this does not mean that the
main objective is to be missed as a result.""
The "main objectivd' was to search out and
destroy the enemy, The captains of the
flotilla took these comments to hea*, and
this certainly contribuhed to the aggressive-
nest at times verging on reclilessness, that
characterized the flotilla's subseouent
oDerations. Commander DeWolf recalls:
"iny feeling at the time was that we had
failed to go alter some ships . . . some
echoes; so from then on in the back of my
rnind was if we ever get an echo, we're go-
ing aJter it. So if we found one we did -
that was just natural fear of criticism."r0

During March and April of 19,14 the
Tribals were at sea twenty-five times and
caried out a total of eighty-four individu-
al sorties. Despite this activity, German
forces werc not encountercd. The situation
changed quickly and dramatically at the
end of April: within a span of a few days
Trivals twice engaged German torpedo

boats and put a significant dent in the ene-
my's naval stlength in the theatre.

Ai! reconnaissance and sienal intelli-
Sence dudng the last week of Apdl sug-
gested that the Germans were about to
send a convoy from St. Malo to Brest."
Plymouth Command ordered a series of
'"Iunnels', the fust of which was carried
out on the night of 24-25 April. Although
no direct contact was gained with German
shipping, an interception was almost
achieved. During a sweep down the Britta-
ny coast, the cruiser ttack Pnnce and three
Tribals obtained radar contacts. However,
the oDerators could onlv watch their
sceens in dismay as the coivoy, wamed of
the presence of the raiding force by coastal
mdat quickly slipped into one of the many
harbours along the coast. The next night,
despite a similar waming, the Cermans
were not to be as forfunate. "

25-26 Aptil1J'44
On the "Tunnel" ot 25-26 April,

Plymouth Command had no fewer than
thrce forces working in concert. 'Tururels'

were no longer strictly hit or miss jabs by a
single group of warships, but sought to
cover a broad aiea through the carefully co-
ordinated deployment of a variety of
forces. The main component was the strike
force. Black Pdnce (SO), Ashanti,
Athabaskan, Haida andltuon, desitnat-
ed Force 25, were ordered to head due
south from Plvmouth until thev were ten
miles off the French coast, then to sweep
eastward. AT 0330 they were to letire
towards Ph'mouth so that thev would be
well within the range of Alliedair cover at
daybreak.

While Force 26 was carrying out its
sweep, three MTB'S - Force 114 - were to
[e beyond the eastem end of the Dahol line
in orae! "to detect and report eiemv sur-
face forces on passage." To ensure that
Force 114 did not frighten contacts away
from the main strike force, the MTBt were
under orders not to attack any shipping

Haida, Tanat and animproved Dido-class cruiset (likely Black Prince)practlsing high-speed manoeuvres, Spring 1944.
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until after 0330, by which time Force 26
would be heading home. This would also
reduce the lisk of the two forces clashins
by mistake. The third element of the oper-
ation was a Ha1lax aircraft from Coastal
Command which carried out a radat
sweep along the patrol line from 2330 to
0010: if contact was sained with German
shipping the aircraft was to vector-in Force
26."

Even with this support, Force 26 was for-
tunate to achieve an inteTception. When
eighteen miles off the French coast, BJacJ<
l?nnce3 monitoring systems indicated that
the warships were being tracked by Gei-
man coastal radar.'" The Allied force had
indeed been detected, but a fai.lure of co-
operation among the German services and
a tactical miscalculation by the German
commander at sea rendered the warmng
useless.

Three tolDedo boats from the 4th Flotil-
la, under the command of Korvettenkapi-
tan Fmnz Kohlauf, architect of the October
victory ove! Charybdis, were providing
cover for a convoy proceeding to Brest.
When Kohlauf was informed of the
Dresence of Force 26 at 0130, he assumed
that they would continue southward in
order to intercept the convoy that lay to the
west ofhis torpedoboats; he therefore ig-
nored the warnine fromcoastal radar and
held his westward-cou$e. At this very mo-
ment, Force 26 tumed eastward to begin its
sweep down the Frenchcoast. Coastalra-
dar did not inform Kohlaul of this altera-
tion in course until 0201, but bv then it was
toolate: Force 26 was on a collision cou6e
onlv eleven miles ahead of the torpedo

boats and had picked them up on radarr5
Once in fo rmed o f  the  immec i ra re

pr€sence of Force 26, Kohlauf quickly
tumed away to a reciprocal course. His su-
pedor command later criticized this deci-
sion in the strongest terms, maintaining
that'? headlons attack launched without
changing the westward course might have
brought a hard-fought-for success. In situ-
ations which appear hopeless, theboldest
decision leads in most cases to success."'"
This iudgement was ill-founded: such a
"headlong attacK' would not only have
been contrary to the Kriegsmarinds estab-
lished tactical dochine of avoiding action
against matching or supedor forces, but
would also have been €r(tremely foolhardy.

The German turnaway initiated a chase
that provided the fist test of new tactics
adoptedby Force 26. Ratherthan proceed-
ing inthe traditional line-ahead, the lorce
was sDread out in a variation of echelon
formaiion, with Blacl Prince in the cenrre
and a sub-division of two Tribals deployed
one and a hall miles, forty degrees off each
bow. Based on lessons learned from the
Charybdis fiasco, a d practical because of
Plan Position Indicators now fitted in the
warships, the formation was designed to
limit the exposure of the cruiser to torDedo
fire while ailowing it to illurninate any tar-
gets with starshell. This would give the
Tribals freedom of movement and enable
them to take full advantage of their strong
forward armament of four 4.7-inch euns.

The 26 April action opened at 0220 when
bDcK (nnce Dega uurunarmt tne ileemg
boats at a ranse of 13,500 vards. " The des-
troyers openid fire seven minutes latet

and although the range was long andvnr-
bility limited by German smokescreens,
their fire was accurate. T)?e 285 gunnery
radar provided accurate ranges, and be-
cause the Cerman torDedo boats were not
using flashless cordita theyrevealed their
position whenevel thev fired their main au-
mament. f2Z the reamost torpedo boat,
was the ffust to suffer Hit foui times be-
tween 021:l a d 0236, the damage was
suflicientlv severe that KorvettenkaDitan
KohlauJ oidered her to withdraw.s 

'

T273 subsequent disengagement to the
southeast, detected but ignored by Haida
ar.d Athabaskan , put her in a position "to
create a dramatic chanse in the battle."r'
As Force 26 swept by to the north, the Ger-
man destroyer fired her full outfit ot six
torpedoes; none ofthem hit, but they did
force Black Prince to turn away and the
cru ise r plaved n o furth er role in the action .
T27eventuallv escaped into Morlaix.

As the chasi continued down the coasr,
the Triba.ls closed the range with their su-
perior speed. At 0320, T29washitby a sal-
vo from either Haida ot Athabaskan lhat
damaged her steering. Veering out of con-
trol, the destroyer emerged flom the
smoke 4000 yards off Haida's starboard
bow aid was quicklv smothered with hits:
"bv 0335 houri theboat is stoDDed in the
witer a nd burning from stem io stern."t"

While Haida and Atftabaskan engaged
the doomed T29, Asftanti and Ffuron con-
tinued to pursue I24 eastwards. Contact
was soon lost, howevel andAsfianfi3 CO,
Lieutenant Commander Barnes RN,
decided to join the unequal fight against
T29. Unfortunatelv Haida was not in-

N
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formed and when the two Tribals loomed
out ofthe darkness offHarda3 bow, Com-
mander Dewolf was forced to break off a
tomedo attack.?r

In the past German warships had con-
sistently demonstrated a capacify to with-
stand a hemendous amount of Dunish-
ment: 729 was no o(ception. For over forty-
five minutes the four Tribals circled the
crippled vessel, pounding it with close-
range fire, while the Gennan sailo$ tame-
ly fought back. Athabaskan's CO Lieu-
tenantConmanderJ.H. Stubbt described
a scene of confusion: Although by this
time buming fiercely, ffie ElbinS marn-
tained a constant fire of close range
weapons as we were circling her. Huron
and Asha\tijoined and there was a certain
amount of dangerous qoss fire although
this was unavoidable. Fighting lEhts had
to be ;witched on on sevenl occasions to
avoid collision. Cornmander Dewolf later
found evidence of the crossfte when he
discovered a shell fragment with British
markinsembedded in his eolf clubs inhis
clav cadn -

firhen close-range fire failed to sink 729
the four Tribals attemDted to finish her off
with torpedoes. Incrediblli as a result of
either failures in drill or calculation, all six-
teen torpedoes missed the immobile tar-
get.Fnally, at0422, alter more concentrat-
ed close-rante fire, Commander DeWolf
was able to signal "enemy has sunk." As
the Tiibals reformed , Huron and. Ashanti
collided. Both destroyers were able to
retum safely to Pl]'mouth at twenty-five
knots, but the incident was to have impor-
tant consequences in the immediate
future.

The damage suffercd by Asfianfi and
lluron seemed a trivial price for signal suc-
cess gained after three frustrating months
of fruitless searches for the enemy, Ad-
mial I€atham and his staff shared the
flotilla's sense of richly desewed victory
but staJf officers at the Admiraltv, whose
iob it was to be coldly objective, f<iund rea-
sons to fault the Derlormance of Force 26.

These criticisms centered mainly on the
final forty minutes of the action, All four
destroyers concentrated on the obviously
CIippled 729, "while at least two, if not
three others (some probably dam-aged)
were making good thef escape."" The
most scathing remarks, however, con-
cerned the deplorable torpedo pedor-
mance. After oudinine the mistakes that
led to the debacle, Captain St. ;ohn Cro-
n).n of the Tactical and staff Duties division
laid the blame squarely upon the shoul-
dels of the senior officer of Force 26 and the
comrnanding officers of the destroyers,
who "must be held responsible for the bad
torpedo haining which resulted in a com-
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plete failue in this action of the most effec-
tive weapon we possessi"a

Bad ai the tofoedo perlormance was,
there were reasons for this. Flotilla officers
in Iact disagreed with the Admiralty about
the utility of torpedoes. The ship com-
manders found the sustained and high
volume fire of their heavy guns much bit-
ter suited to the surpdse, close-range, fast
paced encounters in the Channel. The lit-
tle time available for hainine was therefore
spent on gumery er€rcises and on the de-
veloDment of tactics that would make best
use or tne 8uns. tne rerEnce uPon gun-
nery may not have been popular arnong
certain staff officers at the Admiralw. but it
did prove to be a crucial factor in th; flotil-
lat success throughout the spdng and
summer of 1944.

The action on the nighi of 25/26 Apdl
had imDortant results. The Germans had
suffereil not only the destruction of a va.lu-
able destroyer, but, because Korvet-
tenlapitan Kohlauf had died in the car-
nage aboatdT2g, the loss of on€ of their
most capable deshoyer officers. According
to the 4th Flotillds war diarv. their morale
was badly affected and thire can be no
doubt that this reduced combat effective-
ness in future operations.

The reverse was certainly true in the 10th
Flotilla. The enemy had Iinally been met
and, despite some problems, had been
dealt a heavy blow. The boost to morale
was likely greatest in the Canadian des-
troyers. Hafia a d Athabaskan, despite
their lack of combat experience, had
played the leading role in ihe action, and
had been responsible for the hits which
had crippled T29 and forced T2zout of the
action. Furthermore, the realization that
thev had performed at least as well as their
RN-sister ships was undoubtedlv a source
of pride to tha men of a navy that had often
stood up poorly in comparison with their
British mento6.

Chance had unquestionably played a
role in Force 26's tliumph. Had Korvet-
tenl€pitan Kohlauf reacied differently to

the warning provided by coastal radar the
action likelv would not have tal€n place at
all. Had T27 been more accurate with her
torpedo salvo the cost of victory may have
been extremely high. Chance, however, is
part of wat and as the men of ilarda and
Athabaskan could soon attest, it smiles
upon both sides.

\,ry'hen the damage to Ashanti andHrlron
was assessed after the action, it was real-
ized that the ships would not be oDeration-
al until mid-May. With rrar in the midst
of an extensive refit, the flotillat strength
was reduced to two Tribals at the very time
when demands were peaking because of
the upcoming invasion. It fell to the men of
Haida and Athabaskan to fill the breach.
They had been scheduled for a rest after
their arduous duty during March and
April, but norv had to take on the workload
ofthe entire flotilla. Some survivors of
Athabaskan sru'g€e'l that this was another
example of Plymouth Comrnand's willing-
ness to assim the Canadian Tribals more
than their iair share of operations, but
these claims are not sup-ported bv the
evrdertce."

The five Tribals of the 10th Deshoyer
Flotilla car:ried out a total of ninety-one sol-
ties between January ard the end of April.
Ofthese, sixty (68.1percent) included the
three Canadian Tribals attached to the fol-
tilla at any one time. Dudng th€ busiest
months, March and April, when eighty of
the ninety-one sorties were carried out, the
tlEee RCN Tribals had participated in 6fty,-
two (60.5 percent) of the operations.'"
Given the fact that they comprised sixty
Der cent of the flotilla, the Canadian des-
?royers obviouslv carried out no more than
their fair share of operations.

There can be little doubt, however, that
the crews ofAtfiabas,kan anditaida were
feeling some shain. Athabaskanb Leading
Writer Stuart Kettles recalled that, at the
end of Apdl, fati8ue "was no ioke, for
about in a week's time, we were able to get
a total of about seven hours sleep, and at
about this stage of the game, it was begin-

Athabaskan aI anchat in P ymouth harboLrr



ning to tell on the dispositionsof the vafl-
ouslads."z Fortunateiy, alter screening an
invasion exercise on the nieht of 26-27
April, the Canadian sailors ieceived the
n;xt night ofi and Kettles recalls that on
the afternoon of AprtJ2Sth, Athabaskat's
crew had recovered some of thei en-
thusiasm: Af ffte fime it was not known
what we wefe liable to have to do for
another night's fun, but the whole crew
were all for going and gabbing off another
Jefty destroyer ju6t for the fun of it. Final-
111 we were no )onger in doubt, for the
shrill blast oI the Quartermastels pipe told
us all too plainly that our nights of relaxa-
tion were over. "Fo'(61e Party to Muster on
the 

-rc-CsLe." 
Yes, once agait we were going

to F.A.F.C. What under the sun does
F.A.F.C. mean? Well, in sailols language it
wouldnl be polite to say but to give you a
genefal idea, F.A.F.C. means "fooling
around the French Coast", and that is what
we had been doing for about six weeks-x

28-29 April7944
That night, 28129 Aptil, Haida and

Athabaskan patrolled at mid-Channel,
providing distant support for eight motor
launches laying rnines off Morlaix.

Like thet counterparts in the 10th DF,
the German 4th Torpedo Boat Flotilla also
suffered some lingering effects from the
battle on 26 April. The two survivint wai-
shtps,724 a\dT27, had taken refuge in St.
Malo after the action, but the repair facili-
ties there pioved inadequate, and the des-
troyers wele ordered to Brest on the night
of 28/29 April. Because the torDedo boats'
fighting ca'pacity was impaired, the senior
officer Korvettenkapitan Cotzmann of I27,
ordered th€ torDedo boats to 'tlead for the
coast and avoid combat" if Atlied warships
were encounteted.'?e

On some occasions, atmospheric condi-
tions enabled the radar at Combined
Headquarters Plpnouth to hack shipping
movements along the Brittany coast. Un-
fortunately for I24 and,T4 29 Aptt was
one of those nights, and from a distance of
eighty miles, Flymouth tracked them in-
te rmi t ten t ly  as- they  made the i r  way
towards Brest. " At 0307, Haida and
Athabas&an, the only warships in a posi-
tion to make the interception and powerful
enough to handle the torpedo boits, were
ordered to proceed southwest at full
speed. Much like night f8hters being vec-
tored onto a distant contact, the Tribals
were guided to the target by Plymouth,
aIJ.dat0359 Athabaskan sained radar con-
tact with the two torDedo boats at fourreen
rniles distance.3l

When contact was obtained Haida and
Athabaskan were heading almost due
south, while the enemy 

-was 
steerrng

almost due west: "the ideal position for
torpedo attack was developing automati-
callv." 

-' 
However, Commander DeWolf re-

jected the torpedo option, and decided in-
stead to close the enemyand rely on gun-
nerv. Admialty officers later criticized this
decision. Captain St. John Cron;.n RN, as-
sistant director of the Tactical and Staff
Duties Division, concluded that "our
fotce . . was so wrapped up in the pic-
ture of a zun action that it seems never to
have conaemplated the use of torpedoes."
The Assistant Chief of Naval StaJf, Rear
Admial E.J.P Brind RN, concurred: "I am
normally unwilling to criticize what might
havebeendone. . . in this case however
it is appa-rentthat we forgot all about torpe-
does."}This was not thi case.

In a recent interview Dewolf recalled that
he did consider the classic torpedo
resDonse to this tactical situation: t4le
he;ded for the comer, Brest, to cut them
off and then we got a contacl in lots ol time.
I thought what we should do now is firc
ow torpedoes at maximumrange and then
follow them in. Asange to open firc with
starshell at the moment, as near as |.ossi-
Dte, tnat outtorPeaoes wowa De arnr1tlgl
and then the eneny would be broadside
on to our torpedo tracks,s The Canadian
officer, howeve| reiected the textbook
rcsponse. His rcasons for doing so were
not only sound, but reflected the aggre6-
siveness ol the 10th Destrcyer Flotilla

In a comment wtitten 'hortly after the
action, Commander Dewolf noted that

"my fir6t object wa6 to prevent the enemy
getting past to westward."" At the initial
contact the torpedo boats were approxr-
mately twenty miles east of the "comef' at
Ushant. Because this was within nnge of
the stronq defences of Brcst, and daylight
was apprcaching, the Catadian destroye$
would have little chance of preventing the
escape of the German warships if they
made it to the "comer". The Tribals would
have to tun westwards to firc torpedoes
and, because the Allied ships couJd expect
to be detected at any momen, the torpedo
boats would be given the opening they
needed to escape. In order to prevent his,
Dewollchose to dose with the enemy and
en9age with gunJire.

There can be little doubt that DeWoAb
preference Iot the gun was also a tador in
hi6 decision. Like the other COs it the
flotilla, he considered the Tiibals' heavy at-
mament of six4,7-inch and two +inch guns
to be their major strength. He has since ad-
tuifted that he "was never vew tomedo
minded'la and with the deplorible torpe-
do pefiormance of the previous action un-
doubtedly fresh in his mind, the choice of
weapons is not surprising.

Havin7 teceived no warning lrom
coastal rada4 and not aeecting an attack at
such a late hout the men aboard T27 aIJ.d
T24 were taken completely by surpnse
when starshell burst over their heads at
0412.'" The German destroyers reacted
predictably by turning away and firing
torpedoes a t  the i r  a t tackers .  Th is

Athabaskan
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manoeuwe was marred bv poor drill. 7243
salvo from the front tubiiwas launched
without difficulty but "the qew at the after
tubes is (sic) unprepared for the quick fir-
ing clearance and ftes to port, on the
wrong side." The pe ormance in T2zwas
even worse. as all sixtorDedoes werefued
to the wront side and fbrced 724 to tale
avoidhg action. Despite the "inco_mpet-
ence among the operating crews"," three
torpedoes were running true, and with
lethal accuracy.

When the torpedo boats were seen to
turn away, Harda and Athabaskan "alteted
towards to avoid torpedoes but limited the
turn to, thirty degiees to keep A arcs
open."* Such a manoeuwe was intended
td enable the Tribals to comb tolpedo
tracks while still keeping the lear tunets
bearing, thus allowinS the rear ?Linch tur-
ret to illuminate the talsets whi.le the for-
ward 4.Zs fued high exllosive and serni-
armoured piercing shells. At 04U, before
the tum was completed, " Athabaskan was
hit aIt and a laree fire started. She was ob-
served to slowdown and turned to port."
Haida laid a smokescreen to cover her
stricken sister and continued after the flee-
ing torpedo boats.!1

In the brief action that ensued, Haida3
8unnery team demonstrated the same
proficiency they had shown three nights
earlier T2Zquickly suffered two hits alont
the water Line, and then her fighting pow-
er was "severelv reduced by hits in ouick
succession striking the port and starb;ard
quadruple gun mountings as well as the
gun plotting station."" The torpedo boat
sheered out of formation towards the coast
and into full view of Haida . She immedi-
ately received more hits, and a lalge file
broke out on the fo'c'sle. KorvettenkaDitan
Gotzmann had difficulty conning hid ship
and the  s t r i cken to rDedo boat  ran
aground.l3 Haida maindined fire until it
was realized thai the torpedo boat was
aground. Since contact with T24 had been
lost, Dewolf decided to retfte.

The Sinking of Athabaskan
The torpedo that hit Athaba,kan at,t'V

caused suih damage that it was impossible
for the crew to save thefu ship. According to
the accounts of survivors the torpedo ex-
ploded in the gearing room locatad in the
hull abalt the ensineroom. The main fuel
bunlers lay asteim of the gearing room,
and behind them the 4inch maeazine: this
arrangement proved fatd. Stu;rt Icftles
recalled that a 'Aiesel oil firc breaks (sic)
out at the tubes, enveloping entire after
canopy and stem. Flames forty to fiJty feet
high. Pompom ammunition ercplodes in all
directions."* Because the aft 70+on pump
had been d isab led ,  the  f i re  spread
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Commander H.G DeWo I on Haidab brldge.

out of conhol and Lieutenant Corunander
Stubbs ordered his crew to stand bv to
abandon ship stations. At 0422 with her
deck crowded with men, Athabaskan's
4-inch magazine erupted in a massive ex-
plosion and she began to settle quickly by
the stem."'

The second explosion was devastating.
Athabaskan's navigator, Lieutenant R.B.
Hayward, RCN, recalled that '?righ casual-
tieswere due to the Ship's Companybeing
at abandon ship stations. Almostall those
on the port side were instantly killed,
while those on the stalboard side were
badly bumt or blown over the side."6 The
casualties were not limited to the alter part
ofthe ship as burning oil rained upon the
upper deck, inflicting serious burns to
crew members on the bridee and fot'sle.
Those who could went over the side, but
even then the situation was Dedlous as
most of the boats and Carlet floats had
been destloyed and the sea was covered
with oil. Finally: tfie blazing wreckage of
what had been one of the happiest ships in
the Canadian naty upended slowly in the
water and slid under amid clouds of steam
and the doleful rcar of escaping air. On the
o y heaving blackness of the sea there re-
mained only a few bobbing lights attached
to the life jackets of Athabaskans sur-
vivors, who were floating - many of them
barely conscious - within five mi]es of the
German held coast.a'

After leaving 727 on the rocks, Com-
mander DeWolf decided to return to
P lymouth  th rough the  area  where
Athabaskan had last been seen. At 0457
the destroyer came acloss a largegroup of
survivors, and despite the obvious risks,
Haida lay stopped, for eighteen minutes
while her crew rescued forty-two men. By
0515, DeWolf decided he could tempt fate
no longe4 and, after dropping aU boats and

floats, shaped course for Plymouth. Ad-
miral l-eatham had ordered two MTB'S to
the scene, but the proximity of daylight
and the closeness of the enemy held coast
led him to subsequently cancel rescue
opemtions because of the risk of air attack.
Of Athabaskan's company left behind, six
returned toEngland after a heroic journey
across the Channel in a motor cutter
manned by three of Haidais crew, while
eighty-five were rescuedby Cerman war-
ships and made pdsonets of war One
hundrcd and twenty-eight men perished.

The loss of Athabas&an prompted the
usualofficial investieations. Acourt of in-
qury called by L-rn-L l ' lymouth deter-
mined that she sank as the result of two ex-
plosions. The fist at 0417 was caused by a
torpedo, the secondby either a torpedo or
the explosion of the 4-inch magazine. It
was clear to the court - a panel of four RN
officerc - that the torpedoes were fired by
the two torpedo boats as thev "did not con-
sider that iny othe! ships wire present.""
This judgement, disputed to this day by
survivors who insist that their ship was
sunk by torpedoes ftom an E-boat, proved
accurate. Cerman soures indicate that 724
and TZwere the only Germdr waEhips in
the area that night. Furthermoie, because
the torDedo boats did not fue anv more
torDed;es after thet initial salvo.'the se-
cond explosion must have been intemal.
Athabaskan was clearly a victim of one of
the three torDedoes launched from I24.

Th e inqu irv al so found that the officer in
charge of the'confidential books was negli-
gent in that he did not follow standing ord-
ers to land certain books in his charee be-
fore sailing. Sone of these were in fact
recovered by the Germans and, according
to a Kriegsmarine intelli8ence report.
provided them with "inlormation of great
importance conceming Alied d,'tograph-
ic procedures." Apart from th is oversight,
the court concluded "that no blame is aF
kibutable to officers and rnen for the loss of
HMCS Atfiabalsan and that theil conduct
was in accordance with thebest traditions
of the service."

It was beyond the terms of the inquiry for
thecourt tocomment on the tacticaldirec-
tionofthe action; however, inhis afterac-
tion report Admiral katham concluded
that Commander Dewolf: handled well a
tactical situation, which alter the loss of
Athabaskaru becam e somewhat difficult .
As events turned out, it would have
perhaps been befter iI he had followed the
Elbing ma*iry to the eastward T24 but at
that time it could not have been known
that the enemy he was engaging was sufli-
ciently hard hit to force her to run ashore.
I€atham also supported DeWolfs decision
to rcscue survivors, and concluded that his



decision to return to Plymouth when he
did, "hard as it must have been to make
and leave so many of his countrymen in
the water, was corlect."sl As with the ac-
iion on 25-26 April, the view of Admiralty
staff officers divelged sharply from
Pl]'mouth Command's. Captain Cron)'n,
summing up the staJf reaction, concluded
that "it was an unfortunate action in
which, quite unnecessarily, we swappeda
Tribal for an Elbing."" The swap was in-
deedunequal, but the word "unnecessar-
ily'' irnplies that the loss of Athabaskan
was avbidable. This was not the case.
Dewolf's tactics had been sound, and
nothing short of avoiding the action al-
together could have prevented the loss.
Atfiabaskan was simply in the wrong place
at the wrons time - in the words of her
biogaphers, an "Unlucky l-ady''. What
had transpired off Ile de Vielge was indeed
"unJortunate i but losses must be expect-
ed when warships operate so close to an
enemy coast. Most importantly, the Allies
could alfored the loss of a destroyer: the
Kriegsmarine , already in a weakened po-
sition in the west, couldnot.

An Enviable Record
Canadian Tribals continued to operate

from Plymouth in the strike role until Oc-
tober '1.944. Thev compiled an enviable
record by playing a major part in the des-
truction of the sudace warships that threa-
tened the invasion, and by wreaking havoc
upon coastal craft aftempting to supply or
*tac,talcwetuacht torces along the Chan-
nel and Biscav coasts. The maior difference
between these successes and those in
ADril was that the same fine line between
viCory and defeat did not er<ist. The Cana-
dians put thei early experience to good
use, and that is the sulest mark of military
nrofccsionalism tr
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