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ALMOST HMNZS NEPTUNE
HMS Neptune was to have been New Zealand’s fourth cruiser of World 
War Two. But diverted to the Mediterranean Fleet before going on to New 
Zealand, she met a violent end in a minefield off Tripoli. Neptune went 
down with only one survivor from her over 750 man crew. 

Most of this story is fact extracted from official records.
Some of it is fiction because there were none left to tell their story. 
In saying that Jack experienced being torpedoed on HMNZS Leander and 
had around him good men who had experienced and survived the sort of 
damage HMS Neptune took on that fateful night.
Jack wrote these words so that you might better understand the heroism 
required by our navy in times of war.
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HMS NEPTUNE… HER WAR FROM THE ORIGINAL INDEX
Only Chapter 16 and 17 are to be republished
The Legend
Chapter 1.  New Zealand develops a navy
Chapter 2.  HMS Neptune ordered 1931, launched 1933, 2nd CS until 1935.
Chapter 3.  Baltic cruise, Berlin Olympics Spanish Civil War, King Edward VIII review.
Chapter 4.  Fleet Air Arm Division, 716 Catapult Flight South Africa 1937-39.
Chapter 5.  War declared. South Atlantic, based at Freetown. 
Chapter 6.  April 1940 - Flagship Admiral A.B.Cunningham. Mediterranean Fleet at Alexandria. Battle off Calabria.
Chapter 7.  Raider hunting Indian Ocean. Back to the Cape.
Chapter 8.  Flagship South Atlantic Station. French Equitorial Africa ‘flag showing’.
Chapter 9.  Homeward bound. Chatham refit. 
Chapter 10.  May 1940: RNVRs (NZ) on Aquitania with 2nd NZEF to England. 
Chapter 11.  25 NZ reservists on Nigeria. AFO-1033, NZ ratings to be appropriated for Neptune.
Chapter 12. How they came. 
Chapter 13.  Scapa work-up. New Zealand-bound. Convoy WS8X to the Cape.
Chapter 14.  Diversion to Aden. The Mediterranean Fleet again.
Chapter 15.  Operations Substance, Guilllotine, Treacle.  A touch of James Bond.
Chapter 16.  Bardia bombardment. Republished for the 75th anniversary of the sinking
Chapter 17.  Rendezvous with fate. Republished for the 75th anniversary of the sinking
Chapter 18.  Report of the Board of Inquiry into the loss of the Neptune and Kandahar.
Chapter 19.  Full casualty list.

Publishers Notes;
These are the words of PO Tel Jack Harker QSM who spent his after service life telling the story of the ships and 
men of the Royal New Zealand Navy at war.
They are being republished to honour those who lost their lives when HMS Neptune was sunk off Tripoli  75 years 
ago on the 19th December.
Chapter 16 will be published first to give the reader a feel of where Neptune was in the days leading up to her unfor-
tunate loss.
The story is not full of pictures or diagrams. 

Kiwis at war were pretty good at taking photographs of their 
own but it might be that the more strict Royal Navy attitude 
to these things got in the way.
I have tried not to embelish the story but give it to you the 
way it came from Naval Stores.
What I do suggest, especially at the more harrowing parts of 
the chapters is reflect how it would have been at your action 
or emergency station if this story was about you.
And lastly this is on behalf of the descendents of my father 
AB Harold Jasper Robertson RNZVR RIP who was on 
HMS Neptune and along with my godfather AB Syd Baxter 
RNZNVR was posted off the ship to stand by the building of 
HMNZS Moa in Leith, Scotland. 
His words to me when I joined “never buck a draft or lay a 
complaint”. I know now how that works and in the end there 
is always a good reason why things happen the way they do. 
Yours aye
David Jasper Robertson 
Chief Petty Officer Radioman RNZN Rtd.
Castor Bay December 2016



ALMOST HMNZS NEPTUNE  CHAPTER 16 Page 3
www.mobys.nz  © 2020

RETURN MOBYS HOME PAGE

THE Bardia Bombardment
Last Days Before An Appointment With Destiny 
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Chapter 16.
Bardia bombardment. 
The desert war started on Monday, 15 Sep-
tember 1940, when Italy’s Marshal Rodolpho 
Graziani’s 10th Army crossed the Egyptian 
border from Cyrenaica and penetrated sixty 
miles before grinding to a halt fifteen miles 
south of Sidi Barrani.
General Wavell appointed Major-Gener-
al R.N. O’Connor to command his West-
ern Desert forces which advanced on the 
Italians on 9 December. In only ten weeks 
O’Connor’s 36,000 troops achieved com-
plete destruction of the invaders, taking 
130,000 prisoners, 400 tanks, 1300 field guns 
and capturing coastal towns right along the 
Cyrenaican coast to Benghazi on the Gulf 
of Sidra. But instead of heeding O’Connor’s 
advice to let him carry on westward and 
occupy the whole of Libya with its strategic 

THE Bardia Bombardment
Last Days Before An Appointment With Destiny 

harbours and airfields, Churchill insisted on 
what was to become the debacle of Greece 
and Crete. 
Hitler’s generals, realizing that Britain’s sea-
soned desert troops had been withdrawn, 
seized the opportunity to gain a foothold 
on North Africa and a hitherto unknown 
Lieutenant-General Erwin Rommel arrived 
in Tripoli on 12 February 1941 to become 
known world-wide as the “Desert Fox”. With 
lightning speed his Afrika Korps outfought 
Wavell’s untried replacements in their inferi-
or tanks, rolling them back from El Aghelia in 
Western Cyrenaica on 31 March to Jarshub 
Oasis near the Egyptian border by mid-April. 
Using abandoned British fuel dumps to keep 
his panzers moving, he bypassed Tobruk 
(which then remained under siege for fifteen 
months) but recaptured Bardia seventy miles 
further east and close to the border. Wavell’s 
counter-attack was repulsed in June but it 
did stem the tide.
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After Admiral Cunningham’s shelling of 
Rommel’s coastal positions, Rommel asked 
the Italian Navy if they might do something 
about it. On 3 June Admiral Casardi’s 7th 
Fleet Division and Admiral Giovanola’s 4th 
Fleet Division, each comprising five cruisers 
and seven destroyers, laid two deep-sea 
minefields about 20 miles north-west of 
Tripoli.
Meanwhile, British plans for the first restruc-
tured 8th Army offensive under General 
Auchinleck, were nearing completion for a 
November launching, and in its preparations 
Bardia was one of the strongholds listed for 
softening-up.
Rear-Admiral Bernard Rawlings, who had 
recently assumed command of the 7th Cruis-
er Squadron, was instructed to be ready 
to carry out the navy’s part of a combined 
assault. On Friday, 23 October, after having 
spent twenty-four days in Alexandria, Nep-
tune’s complement showed no regrets on 
hearing that their squadron and a destroyer 
flotilla were under short notice for steam. In 
line astern of their flagship Ajax, Hobart and 
Neptune with their accompanying destroy-
ers, sailed under the colours of a beautiful 
sunset which left men wondering why nature 
should paint such a picture for those who 
were intent only in killing their fellow men.
They speculated whether this would be the 
last they would see when Rory’s voice came 
over the speakers:” I take it that you all know 
we are going to bombard specified targets at 
Bardia. First the Fleet Air Arm and Royal Air 
Force will bomb known ammunition dumps 
and fuel depots. Then it will be our turn. This 
operation should be of valuable assistance to 
the ‘big push’ which everyone has been talk-
ing about in Alexandria and Cairo. I am sure 
the enemy must have heard about it by now, 
so it should be a wizard show.” There was a 
click, then a momentary silence in the dark.

Bridge officers answered phone calls from 
their departments above and below decks 
assuring them that everything had been 
tested and was ready when required. Some, 
such as Wynn Denney who had recently 
joined from Phoebe which had been run on 
far stricter lines, wondering rightly or wrong-
ly why there appeared to be slackness in dis-
cipline aboard Neptune; too many two-ring-
ers playing with the radar instead of leaving 
it to qualified operators; too many young 
officers getting in the way on the bridge; 
too many men going to their action stations 
without Mae Wests; none being reprimand-
ed.
A faint drone in the southern night. Lumi-
nous-dialled watches indicated one minute 
to midnight. A solitary flare descended over 
the dim outline of land, another, then flares 
all along the target area. Brilliant flashes 
erupted as 500-lb bombs exploded and A/A 
gunfire rippled along the silhouetted coast-
line.
Soundwaves now reached the cruisers as 
dull thuds. Individual bomber engines blend-
ed into one vibrating drone, oscillating then 
lost in an overall deep rumble punctuated by 
shaking roars when the airmen were right on 
target, an ammo dump or a stack of petrol 
drums.
Neptune wrenched violently without warn-
ing. Black-ringed stabs of flame floodlit her 
port side for a second, plunged into darkness 
for several seconds, then shook the ship 
again accompanied by rolling cordite smoke. 
Concussions continued from all around as 
each cruiser joined in the bombardment. 
Further inshore the destroyers were silhou-
etted indistinctly against the flare of burning 
buildings, but each time their guns fired, they 
stood out black and clear.
The cruisers’ twenty-four 6” guns and the 
destroyers’ thirty 4” and 4.5s pounded their 
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Bardia targets until spotting aircraft report-
ed the area well plastered. A shore battery 
found Neptune’s range but could not gauge 
her speed and shells landed between her 
and Hobart 400 yards ahead.
Back in Alexandria after a high speed retire-
ment accompanied by fighters, messdeck 
gear and electric lighting damaged by the 
concentrated  salvoes underwent repair 
and replacement, while ammunition lighters 
came alongside each ship. The destroyers 
refuelled and at dusk that same day the 7th 
CS was again on its way westward for a sec-
ond attempt at Bardia. This time they were 
accompanied by Latona which would seal 
the harbour off with mines.
The general feeling aboard was that Bardia 
would not be caught napping twice, but as 
the evening wore on without a ‘ping’ to indi-
cate the presence of enemy submarines, or 
a blip on the radar screens other than from 
their own ships, talk turned to other matters.
“Who would you recommend to fill your job 
when you leave the ship, Burt,” Navi asked 
his yeoman. “Able Seaman Brown knows it 
pretty thoroughly, sir. I’ve been schooling 
him since my commission course seemed 
certain, and he’s keen.” “Hmmm, that’s the 
RNVR from Christchurch in your South Is-
land. Yes, I’ve been watching him for some 
time; probably a good choice. Oh! By the 
way. The fireworks start at one so we can 
forget about sleep tonight. You’ll get me in 
my cabin if I’m wanted.” He opened the door 
and plunged the office into darkness until it 
shut behind him.
Hours later the light suddenly doused again 
and a draught of night air came in with Bill 
Brown, who had gone to the galley for cocoa 
and thick corned beef and chowchow sand-
wiches. Navi had returned and they were 
poring over his chart with the parallel rule 
and a pencil recording more tracks. Each 

traverse point had a neat row of figures indi-
cating its time and change of course. When 
they drew in the one which would bring 
them to last night’s off-coast firing position, 
Navi left for the bridge and Neptune’s turrets 
trained onto her newly allocated target.
It appeared from the amount of flak going up 
that the A/A batteries had been increased 
considerably, but Bardia was already well 
ablaze from aerial bombing, and the inces-
sant rumbling brought back the intensity of 
last night’s combined forces assault and de-
termined German resistance. If anything this 
one was shaping up to be more vicious.
Although men on the bridge heard the ‘ting-
ting’ as guns were triggered, the ensuing 
heavy jolt and resounding thunder-crash 
startled everyone as the first salvo fired. 
More fumes swept aft, Drisco whitewash 
flaked off steampipe lagging in the boiler and 
engine rooms, turbo pressures hunted with 
each full salvo and stokers re-flashed spray-
ers blown out by the blasts.
Violent explosions were seen and heard 
above the peals of man-made thunder as a 
ball of orange flame welled up near the town 
and its shock- waves clapped against Nep-
tune’s superstructure.
“Right on the button Shatter,” an excited 
spotter pilot yelled over the fire control R/T, 
using Neptune’s code name. “Shot us up 
a hundred feet. You can shift to target four 
now.”
The whole town and coastal area wore an 
angry orange glow which was interspersed 
by fiery explosions, some from bomb blasts, 
some from naval shells. But when the cease-
fire bells rang there were still some enemy 
batteries undamaged and desultory gunfire 
splashed projectiles far beyond their targets 
as the bombardment force retired.
Rear-Admiral Rawlings, signalled that his 
ships’ gunnery had been right on target in 
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each given area, ordered W/T silence to be 
observed, and within hours the cruisers and 
destroyers saw dawn breaking on their way 
home. But where were Latona and the de-
stroyer Hero.
Hero was already in Alexandria, having made 
it under her own power after being damaged 
by a shell hit on the waterline; a torpedo, 
near miss bomb or mine, there were many 
different accounts. But one sure thing was 
that her damage control teams had worked 
in total darkness to get their ship under way.
Latona had been attacked by an Italian tor-
pedo-bomber while laying her mines across 
the entrance to Bardia. Some of her mines 
exploded inboard and she became an easy 
target for more enemy bombers. Her last 
message was that the crew was abandoning 
ship.
Despite the loss of Latona and damage to 
Hero, the raid had been successful and all 
involved agreed that the harbour would be of 
minimal use to Rommel for a long, long time.

With Auchinleck’s Libyan campaign pro-
gressing favourably, it now seemed that 
night bombers were bypassing Alexandria 
on their way to attack Suez, the terminus for 
big convoys of troopships, supply and muni-
tions ships, and deep-laden tankers bringing 
diesel, oil-fuel and petrol into the congested 
harbour and bay to be off-loaded for the 8th 
Army, the Royal Air Force and its Dominion 
flights, and the Mediterranean Fleet.
Taking advantage of the lull in early No-
vember, ‘Hud’ Biggs, Aubrey Hook and Jim 
Petherick took Alan Burt out to the Alexan-
dria Sporting Club’s tennis courts for a fare-
well run ashore. Later they hitched a ride in 
an Egyptian Army truck back to their haunt 
at the New Bar Hotel where they set about 
getting him drunk, followed by a gharry race 

in the blackout to Quai 32, then a lot of dip-
lomatic talking to avoid a night in jail after 
each group had urged their driver through 
the gates, and the frothing horses came to a 
thundering halt only feet from the steps.
Next day after sippers from his RN, RNZN 
and RSAN messmates, then final words from 
Navi and Captain O’Conor, Burt and Cook 
were transported to HMS Sphinx in the mid-
dle of the desert at Sidi Bishr, there to beat 
off flies and bed bugs while awaiting trans-
port aboard the liner Stratheden via Cape-
town to the UK.
Days later Aubrey Hook and Wynn Denney 
were leaning on the fo’c’sle wing guard-
rails watching a group of army officers and 
gunners embarking shortly after breakfast. 
“What’s this lot for, Wynn?” “God knows! 
Perhaps we’re going to have another go at 
Bardia, Aub. See you, son!”
The SRE was hounding everyone to leaving 
harbour stations and soon Neptune was 
turning east having cleared Alexandria’s safe 
channel on her way to Akoubir Bay at the 
Nile Delta. On 1 August 1798 this had been 
the scene of Nelson’s great victory over 
the French Commander-in- Chief, Admiral 
de Brueys’ fleet, and as Captain O’Conor 
traversed almost the precise track taken by 
Britain’s Line of Battle ships, Lt Arbuthnot 
gave a running commentary of that historic 
engagement which had shattered Napole-
on’s dream of an Eastern conquest.
But Neptune’s visit this day was to show 
the army how a modern cruiser could hit a 
derelict building with the first round or two 
and as she approached the almost invisible 
target, Guns took the podium. Red lights 
glowed on the bridge to indicate that all 
turrets with their high-angled 6” guns were 
ready. Guns gave the order and firing gongs 
rang quietly; then the whole bridge shook 
with the ship’s broadside.
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Smoke rings pierced by flame rolled away 
to starboard while the army visitors stood 
impressively surprised at the force of recoil. 
The gunnery officer who had been stand-
ing near a Major, both checking their stop 
watches for the time of flight, dropped his 
raised hand and said: “Now!”
Distant clouds of dust erupted on the shore 
and the spotting plane observer’s report left 
no doubt about the navy’s accuracy, so two 
more salvoes were fired for effect rather than 
need, and both got congratulations from the 
airborne observer and from Neptune’s 8th 
Army audience on the bridge.
While the ship was leaving Akoubir Bay, 
Commander Berry took an army captain to 
the side of the bridge and pointed out where 
Nelson’s Vanguard had dropped anchor out-
side the French line and within pistol shot of 
La Spartiate, to engage in a point blank en-
gagement. Commander Berry’s great-grand-
father had been first lieutenant on Captain 
at the blockading of Genoa in 1796 when 
Commodore Horatio Nelson shifted his flag 
to her from Agamemnon in Fiorenzo Bay. 
“Yes,” in answer to the now interested army 
officer, “he captained Vanguard here in 1798 
and Nelson put him on Leander to take his 
despatches to Admiralty.”
“No, you are right. Le Generaux dismasted 
and captured her in the Mediterranean but 
her Captain Thompson was vindicated, and 
both he and Captain Berry were knighted 
after an inquiry into the circumstances of 
Leander’s capture.” As an afterthought, he 
concluded: “As Admiral Sir Edward Berry, he 
flew his flag in Agamemnon at Trafalgar in 
1805.”
By now Neptune was well clear of the shoal 
on which 136 years earlier HMS Culloden 
had grounded during the Nile battle, but 
there were matters for Commander Berry 
to attend to concerning his cruiser and as 

he excused himself, the army officer looked 
back into that long deserted bay, wondering 
if they had disturbed the spirits of almost a 
century and a half ago.
Back in Alexandria, Neptune’s South Africans 
were writing to their loved ones at the foot of 
the African continent; Royal Navy men were 
addressing their letters to relatives in the 
four home countries and offshore islands.
Herb Christie in the EA’s mess was one of 
many penning their thoughts home to fara-
way New Zealand, expressing his regret to 
his father in Ashburton for not having har-
rowed the hay paddock before enrolment, 
saying he would not be back in time for this 
year’s stocking. He also thought that New 
Zealand’s professional heavyweight wres-
tler, Lofty Blomfield, was being heckled just 
as much during army camp bouts as Maeir 
Prime Minister Peter Fraser had been when 
he addressed the New Zealand Division at 
Maadi recently. There had been disquiet 
about swindles in the Patriotic Society too. 
He concluded his letter with:

“Well Mum and Dad, you can tell 
Mr Welsh to give up hope of find-
ing me and George Smith at the 
power station some morning as 
he was telling you, because we 
won’t be there for many moons. 
“Cheerio to Olive and Lorna, and 
best wishes from your own son. 
Herbert. 16 Nov’41. “PS. Mr Wil-
liam Jordan has been aboard but 
couldn’t tell us when we are go-
ing out to NZ. The captain says 
that there are livelier times ahead 
so let’s hope they come soon.     
Love. H.”

With Wavell’s 8th Army being supplied main-
ly through Suez, the Mediterranean Fleet 
was not greatly involved to the south and 
east of Crete, but things were heating up to 
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the west. Rommel’s Afrika Korps received its 
materials and troops through Tripoli in West-
ern Libya and Benghazi at Libya’s eastern 
end, and this concerned Admiral Somerville 
at Gibraltar and Admiral Cunningham at 
Alexandria.
Malta’s submarines and aircraft were harass-
ing enemy shipping but two thirds of it was 
still getting through, so to assist by attacking 
with surface units, the light cruisers Aurora 
and Penelope accompanied by two modem 
destroyers Lance and Lively arrived in Val-
etta Harbour from England on Tuesday, 21 
October, to immediately play havoc with Hit-
ler’s Tripoli-bound military traffic. Known as 
Force K, they worked with the island’s RAF, 
FAA and submarines to such an effect that 
throughout November only 23 per cent of 
Rommel’s requirements reached Tripoli and 
Benghazi.
The Luftwaffe and Regia Aeronautica replied 
by doubling their aerial assaults on Malta, 
the Italian Navy was coerced into provid-
ing cruisers and battleships as escorts for 
the Axis convoys, and greater numbers of 
U-boats began to arrive in Sardinian and 
Sicilian ports.
Meanwhile, the 7th CS covered reinforce-
ments and materials en route to Tobruk on 
20 November, then returned unscathed to 
Alexandria the following day. And still Nep-
tune’s captain’s office changed the names 
on its officer list and ship’s company register. 
Wynn Denney and Ces Goding were draft-
ed ashore to Canopus for an advancement 
course, the ship had too many artificer rates, 
and some of the ‘extra to requirements’ went 
elsewhere. Leading Stoker Freddy Bam 
from Durban had damaged his right knee so 
he and his belongings were transported to 
Kantara Hospital. John William Hall, who had 
been a South African RNVR before being 
enrolled in the Cape Field Artillery (Prince 

Alfred’s Own), used much persuasion to be 
transferred from the South African Army so 
he could be with his brother, Clifford, aboard 
Neptune where he had served since 1939.
In the early hours of 24 November, two ene-
my convoys were reported making for Beng-
hazi, and Admiral Cunningham ordered the 
7th and 15th Cruiser Squadrons to sea with 
four destroyers to intercept them; then as 
soon as his staff embarked on Queen Eliz-
abeth, the Commander- in-Chief raised his 
flag on her to lead Barham and Valiant in 
pursuit, accompanied by a further five de-
stroyers.
But although the three forces combed the 
south-eastern Mediterranean all afternoon, 
and through to the following day, neither 
they nor the reconnaissance aircraft from 
Alexandria detected either convoy, and they 
altered course for the return voyage.
Dixie Dean, the ex-Neptune paymaster mid-
shipman, was standing at the guardrails on 
Queen Elizabeth’s expansive quarterdeck at 
about 1615, and as the old battleship gently 
rolled and heaved, he talked with Massey 
Anderson, a Reuter’s war correspondent 
aboard for the anticipated engagement. They 
were discussing the role of battleships in 
modern warfare and happened to be looking 
at Barham pounding along in their flagship’s 
distant wake.
Before their unbelieving eyes, men, material 
and whole parts of her structure erupted in 
a debris-laden column of smoke ballooning 
with a tremendous thunder-clap.
Queen Elizabeth shook when struck by the 
rumbling shock-wave, and already some of 
the escorting destroyers were easing in to 
the oil-covered area for survivors still slid-
ing down her rolling side as she overturned 
and sank. Others were starting asdic search 
patterns for the yet-undetected submarine, 
and Admiral Cunningham immediately re-
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grouped his two remaining battleships for the 
fast run back to Alexandria.
Next day in harbour, with all known survivors 
ashore, it was estimated that 862 men and 
officers of Barham’s complement of 1258 had 
perished, while many more were in hospital 
with varying degrees of injuries and burns.
When Denney and Goding arrived back at 
Quai 32 on 27 November for transport back 
to Neptune after the cancellation of their 
course, they were told their cruiser was al-
ready hours out to sea as part of Force B on 
her way to strengthen Force K.
“You’d better go back to Canopus, mateys,” 
the wise Marine corporal suggested. “I think 
the last tram to Malta has just gone.”

HMS Neptune departing from Malta 1941.


