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Series Editor’s Preface

A dm iral of the Fleet Sir A ndrew  C unningham  was the Royal N avy’s 
leading sailor of the Second W orld War. T h e  Navy knew him  by his 
initials — A B C ’ -  and he is rem em bered and com m em orated still. His 
principal theatre of operations was in the M editerranean, where in 
the early days he held the line against a strategic situation that was 
m uch worse than  pre-w ar planners could ever have im agined possible. 
T h is  was best exemplified by the role of the Royal Navy in conducting 
a fighting w ithdraw al against terrible odds from  Crete in M arch 1941. 
C unningham  was aware that not only the fate of the British expedi
tionary force, bu t also the reputation of the Navy itself was at stake, 
and was resolute in his support for the operation. He held out, too, 
against W inston C hurchill’s incessant dem ands for m ore offensive 
action than  the strategic circum stances dem anded or C unningham ’s 
resources m ade possible. T h is  was a different kind of battle -  con
tinual, sem i-covert, and highly political — but if he had lost it the 
consequences m ight have been as terrible.

T hanks not m erely to good fortune, bu t to his skill as a com m ander 
and to the professional efficiency and devotion of his people, ABC 
presided over the slow bu t steady trium ph  of the Royal Navy in the 
M editerranean until it was finally able to assure the safe and tim ely 
arrival of supplies and reinforcem ents to allied forces in the theatre, 
to provide the conditions for a full-scale invasion, first, of N orth  
Africa and then  of Sicily and the Italian m ainland, until he was able 
to send that m em orable signal back to L ondon to the effect that the 
enem y’s rem aining ships were now safely m oored at M alta, under the 
guns of the British fleet.

A fter this all-im portan t m aritim e victory, C unningham  was 
recalled to L ondon, where he was honoured at Paddington Station by 
being m et by the entire A dm iralty board. D espite their m any differ
ences Churchill was proud of this successful fighting British sailor



and sent him  off to W ashington to im press the Americans. W ith some 
reservations, Churchill then accepted the strong-m inded Cunningham  
as F irst Sea Lord. T h is  chair-bound task was not to C unningham ’s 
taste -  he was no W hitehall warrior, bu t he conceived it to be his duty 
to accept the post, if only to continue as a resolute defender of the 
N avy’s interest and success against the continuing and sometimes 
unreasonable dem ands to be expected from  Churchill.

C unningham  was not in the Nelson mode. He inspired respect 
bordering on awe, and som etim es fear rather than adulation. He was 
not a people person. But for all his faults (and, as we shall see, he had 
some) he was am ongst the greatest of the Royal N avy’s tw entieth- 
century  sailors. A B C ’s career spanned both  the operational and the 
policy side of B ritish naval history in this period. In  this book, readers 
will find a rounded, and where necessary critical, biography that is 
fully w orthy of its subject.

x A  Life of Admiral of the Fleet Andrew Cunningham

Geoffrey Till 
Series Editor
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Map 3: Taranto Harbour, November 1940.
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1

Apprenticed to the Queen’s Navy
1883-1908

O n the w arm  bu t breezy afternoon of 27 June 1897 the royal yacht 
steam ed through 30 miles of ships, celebrating V ictoria’s diam ond 
jubilee. T h e  Royal Navy sym bolised the Pax Britannica; as The Times 
correspondent rem arked:

W hether Englishm en, colonialists or Indians, all are citizens of 
the same Em pire, w ith com m on interests bound together by the 
steel bounds signified in the long lines of battleships and cruisers 
in sight. No m an or wom an could gaze on that scene w ithout 
having the national instinct awakened and the pride of citizen
ship aroused.1

Am ong the jun io r cadets w atching from  the ‘special service vessel’ 
Wye was A ndrew  Browne Cunningham , aged 14 and about six m onths 
into his 15-m onth  course at D artm outh  and he well recalled ‘a sight 
they will rem em ber all their lives’.2 T h e  th ird  of five children of 
Professor Daniel C unningham  and his wife Elizabeth, he was born 
at D ublin  on 7 January 1883. H is father, a distinguished professor of 
anatom y at T rin ity  College D ublin, was appointed to the chair at 
E dinburgh  in 1903. T h e  Cunningham s were Scots w ith a strong in te l
lectual and clerical tradition. A ndrew ’s m other also came from  clerical 
stock and he was nam ed after his m aternal grandfather, the Rev. 
A ndrew  Browne. Both families had risen into the m iddle class by stern 
adherence to the P ro testan t ethic. T hough  Andrew, by his own 
adm ission, was slow to im bibe the doctrine of unrem itting  toil, the 
family trad ition  drove his career. He appears to have been an alert, 
energetic and m ischievous youngster. C unningham ’s m other over
saw m ost of his upbringing and he had a warm  and close relationship
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w ith her. M ost of his earlier years were spent w ith governesses and 
dom estic servants. A fter a short in troduction to schooling in Dublin, 
he was sent briefly to E dinburgh Academy, lodging with his aunts 
Doodles and Connie M ay.3 C unningham  acknowledged that he ‘found 
the Academy pretty  tough going at first’.4 As he was bright, this may 
have arisen from  a different accent, a slightly less than average size 
and jo in ing a form  of older boys. T hese circum stances may have 
stim ulated belligerence and his love of a scrap.

A t the age of 10, he was startled to receive a telegram  from  his 
father asking, ‘W ould you like to go into the Navy?’ It may be that 
Daniel considered his boisterous second son unsuited  to an intellec
tual training. T h e  family had no m aritim e connections and Andrew 
had only a vague interest in the sea. Nevertheless, he replied, ‘Yes. I 
should like to be an A dm iral.’5 He was then sent to a school special
ising in cram m ing boys for the D artm outh  entrance examinations. 
Andrew, who had done well at school, passed them  comfortably, 
being particularly  strong in m athem atics though uninterested  in the 
hum anities.6

C unningham  joined the training ship Britannia  in January 1897, 
among 65 cadets, the sons of peers, gentlem en, business or profes
sional m en. Term s, under a L ieutenant, were housed aboard the hulk 
H industan , connected to Britannia. Cadets had a sea chest w ith a 
ham m ock slung above; each group of six shared a personal servant. 
D iscipline was strict, though punishm ent was rare.7 W hile the educa
tion, recently reformed, was rigorous, it prom oted mechanical learning, 
and ‘a repressive m ental process com m enced in H er M ajesty’s Ship 
(H M S) Britannia  and the gunroom s of H M  ships during the m ost 
form ative years of cadets’ lives’.8 Instruction  was in m athematics, 
trigonom etry, navigation, steam  engineering and seamanship, w ith 
physics, astronomy, geography, French, drawing, scripture and naval 
history. C unningham  lacked enthusiasm  for field sports, though he 
becam e a keen golfer, and spent m ost of his spare tim e ‘simply 
m essing about in boats’. T h e  sail-and-steam  sloop Racer provided 
sea-going experience. H e appears to have settled quickly to cadet life, 
though rarely extending him self in his studies. He rapidly acquired 
a reputation for pugilism  -  and the nicknam e ‘M eat Phaz’. Tow ards 
the end of his course, he seems to have been anxious to seek adventure 
at sea; consequently, he com m itted num erous m inor m isdem eanours, 
bu t still obtained a ‘very good’ for conduct. He passed out ten th  in 
A pril 1898, w ith first-class marks in m athem atics and seam anship.9

T h e  Royal Navy consisted of several hundred  ships, two dozen 
bases and a strength  of 90,000, while the naval estimates of over £20 
m illion constitu ted  about a quarter of governm ent expenditure.
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D eployed worldwide, notably in powerful Channel and M editer
ranean battle fleets, ‘T h e  fleet of England is her all-in-all’ and upheld 
im perial in terests.10 The Times trusted  that foreigners had taken the 
review’s ‘lessons to hea rt’ and observed that ‘suprem acy at sea belongs 
to G reat B ritain and ... she has no in tention of abandoning it’. It 
concluded smugly, ‘A powerful British Navy is the best guarantee of 
the peace of the w orld .’11

D espite m odern, advanced warships, long-serving, capable and 
w ell-trained crews, the confidence of alm ost total invincibility, and 
N elsonian inspiration, the essence of N elson’s success had been 
forgotten. W here he had inculcated initiative and independence 
among his officers, a long period of peace had encouraged ‘very senior 
officer veneration’. M oreover, exercises were perfunctory, staff work 
ill-organised and the study of war neglected. ‘D uring the nineties’, 
wrote A dm iral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield, ‘the struggle was always 
going on betw een the m ind of the old seaman and the young tech
n ician’.12 D iscipline rem ained ferociously harsh, food and accom m o
dation spartan. Pay was poor and amenities few. Officers indulged in 
heavy drinking, hunting, shooting and fishing, regattas and balls. 
T h e ir  principal am bition was to keep their ships pristine. ‘C om 
petitive drill and sm artness of the ships’, noted Chatfield, ‘was the 
test of efficiency, rather than technical effort in gunnery and kindred 
m atters .’13 ‘T h e  British N avy’, wrote M arder, ‘had run in a ru t for 
nearly a century.’14 For the Royal Navy, the diam ond jubilee review 
represented a last hurrah  of a vanishing age.

M idshipm an C unningham  knew little of these shortcom ings. He 
applied for an appoin tm ent on the Cape station and served in the light 
cruisers Fox and Doris, luckily m eeting sub-lieutenants who were 
strict bu t fair. Sea tim e offered experience in navigation and com 
m anding sh ips’ boats and C unningham  enjoyed and excelled in these 
duties. Excitem ent came in the Boer W ar of 1899-1902, the en ter
prising C unningham  securing attachm ent to a naval artillery brigade. 
T hough  he saw little action, he found ample opportunity  to ride a 
horse and develop his stam ina and resourcefulness. He learned to 
com m and m en appreciably older and to understand  army life. He 
gleefully told his m other of scrapes from  which he had emerged 
unharm ed and the exhilaration of dodging enemy fire. However, 
after several wearying m onths, C unningham ’s m ind was focused on 
retu rn ing  to a naval career and, offered the chance to retu rn  hom e in 
O ctober 1900, he seized it.15

D enied an early prom otion, alm ost certainly because of the favour 
shown to him  by Field M arshal Roberts, an old friend of his father, 
he began the m etam orphosis into a sub-lieutenant. He served in the
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Channel Squadron, honing his ship and boat-handling skills in often 
difficult conditions before taking courses at Greenwich, followed by 
others at W hale Island and H M S  Vernon. C unningham ’s relative lack 
of sea tim e, resentm ent at injustice, harsh  treatm ent at ‘W haley’, his 
incorrigible rebelliousness, and the natural desire of a 19-year-old to 
enjoy L ondon ensured that he passed his examinations adequately but 
w ithout the d istinction to earn early prom otion. He was com m is
sioned a sub-lieu tenant in M arch 1903 and appointed to the M editer- 
anean Fleet battleship Implacable, ‘considered a crack sh ip’.16 His 
personality  and am bitions ran counter to big ships and their som e
w hat rigid officers and he found too little to occupy him  and enjoyed 
no real responsibility. However, learning that there was a vacancy in 
the destroyer Locust (300 tons, 30 knots, coal-fired, two torpedo tubes 
and a handful of small guns), he boldly applied for a transfer to her 
and ‘So began my long years in destroyers.’17

C unningham  joined Locust in Septem ber 1903; with a crew of 
58, she was extrem ely cram ped. H er captain was L ieutenant A. B. S. 
D utton , renow ned for his zeal for cleanliness, efficiency and hard 
driving, which had led to the abrup t departure of previous sub
lieutenants. C unningham  was responsible for smartness, efficiency 
and the discipline of the crew. He now had an unforgiving captain, 
abundant responsibility, scope for initiative, opportunity  to refine his 
seam anship, and a chance to shape a weapons system  still rapidly 
evolving. T h a t C unningham  revelled in these opportunities is clear 
from  his account of a n ight attack on the battleships anchored in a 
defended harbour on the Greek coast. T he  exercise had excitem ent, 
boldness, instant decisions, hazardous manoeuvres, teamwork and 
determ ined action. He engaged in regattas in both Locust and Orwell, 
of the same class, to which he was appointed in D ecem ber 1903.18 
Prom oted L ieutenant in M arch 1904, he abhorred specialisms and 
preferred being a ‘salthorse’. T o  advance, he had to display ou tstand
ing qualities of organisation, seamanship, com m and, energy, de ter
m ination and resourcefulness -  preferably in a comm and.

However, betw een June 1904 and M ay 1908, he served in cruiser 
appointm ents, in which he undertook the instruction of recruits as 
well as m ore norm al watch-keeping and divisional duties. He clearly 
enjoyed the tu torial role, clarifying his own views on training, 
discipline, efficiency, and com m and. A fter a training voyage to the 
W est Indies, he spent fu rther tim e in the M editerranean, in the cruiser 
S u ffo lk , com m anded by a future F irst Sea Lord, the urbane and 
courteous C aptain Rosslyn Wemyss. He gained a priceless knowledge 
of the harbours, channels, sea conditions, and w eather of the M editer
ranean and com piled an unm atched record of regatta victories.19
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W hen C unningham  returned  hom e in A pril 1908, he found a 
w idespread naval revolution in progress. D iscontent w ith the com 
placency, narrow -m indedness, rigidity and superficiality of naval 
education and strategic thought em erged in the 1870s bu t only 
becam e w idespread following the publications of the Am erican 
C aptain A. T. M ahan in the 1890s. He created an audience for 
Professor Sir John K nox Laughton, principal founder of the Navy 
Records Society (1893), an institu tion dedicated to providing a sound 
historical basis for naval strategy. Sir Julian C orbett taught on the 
new ly-established war course and prom oted the eternal verities of 
m aritim e warfare,20 H erbert R ichm ond, a protege, created The N ava l 
Review  (1913), ‘an instrum ent for reform  through education ... by the 
exchange of ideas’.21 T h e  revolution is associated, however, mainly 
w ith  A dm iral of the Fleet Sir John Fisher (F irst Sea Lord, 1904-10 
and 1914-15), influenced by C orbett and m entor of R ichm ond. A 
m an who ‘thought in large brush  strokes and prim ary colours’, Fisher 
had the ‘capacity to th ink the unthinkable’.22 He was prim arily 
responsible for the in troduction of destroyers in 1892 and influenced 
the developm ent of the subm arine. He institu ted  realistic training, 
fostered naval intelligence and gathered round him  a group of jun io r 
officers keen to m odernise the navy in fighting efficiency, equipm ent 
and techniques. F isher effected reform s in officer recruitm ent, service 
conditions and the m anning of ships. Slow to acknowledge G erm any 
as the m ost likely enemy, he was nevertheless insistent on m aintaining 
the navy at a high pitch  and desired to maximise cost efficiency, ration
alising deploym ents on the grounds, ‘We cannot have everything or 
be strong everyw here.’23 Associated principally w ith dreadnoughts, 
‘W hat Jacky actually wanted ... was the creation of a m ore flexible 
system  for protecting B ritain’s overseas territorial and trading 
in terests.’24 M ore interested in battlecruisers and leaving the M editer
ranean to flotilla defence, he was opinionated and controversial. 
T hough  the Edw ardian era would have seen great changes, he gave 
them  a m ajor fillip and m ade W inston Churchill (F irst Lord, 1911— 
15) a disciple. Nevertheless, in 1914 the Royal Navy was still more 
technically m inded than intellectually questioning; it was not until 
after the d isappointm ents of the G reat W ar that the reform ers were 
heeded. C unningham  was listed as a m em ber of the N ava l Review  
after the war bu t he was far from  being a ‘Young T u rk ’; indeed, he 
term ed the m ovem ent ‘subversive’ and challenged authority  only on 
a practical, personal basis.25 H e was m ore directly influenced by 
F isher’s creation of destroyers, for destroyers made C unningham .26
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Cunningham, Destroyers and 
the Mediterranean: 

A Symbiotic Relationship
1908-18

L ieutenant C unningham , aged 25, was appointed to the com m and 
of T orpedo  Boat (TB) No. 14, attached to the Reserve Fleet at 
P ortsm outh , in M ay 1908. She was a relatively new vessel (270 tons, 
two 12-pounders, three 18-inch torpedo tubes, 26 knots) and was 
originally designated as a ‘coastal destroyer’.1 C unningham ’s 18 
m onths in T B  14 were spent in alm ost ceaseless gun and torpedo 
exercises. H e progressed to the 30-knot destroyer Vulture in January 
1910-sca rce ly  larger th a n T B  14, coal-burning and o b so lescen t-n o t 
to C unningham ’s taste. H e com plained to C aptain (D), the able and 
form idable Reginald T yrw hitt, who ‘was rather annoyed’ at the young 
m an’s p resum ption .2 Fortunately, an exchange of destroyers between 
D evonport and Portsm outh  enabled him  to transfer, in A ugust 1910, 
to Roebuck, a newer coal-burner and a m uch better ship. She was 
m ore habitable, had greater endurance, and was faster; C unningham  
characteristically described her as ‘handy’ bu t boiler trouble caused 
her to be paid off. C unningham  was exceedingly lucky to be appointed 
to another destroyer, Scorpion, in which he was to make his name over 
the next seven years. Scorpion, three m onths into her first com m is
sion, was typical of the destroyers w ith which the fleet went to war 
(945 tons, one 4-inch gun, three 12-pounders, two 18-inch torpedo 
tubes, 27.5 knots). Som ewhat slow, under-arm ed and inadequately 
equipped b u t relatively robust, her m ain defect was that she had coal- 
fired turbines, ‘an extraordinarily bad m ixture’.3

Flotilla tactics quickly became m ore sophisticated, involving the



defence of the battle fleet and counter-attacks, including night engage
m ents. A t sea m uch m ore often than  big ships and the navy’s m aids- 
of-all-work, they were grossly overworked in wartime. D estroyers 
offered the opportun ity  to exercise one’s own judgem ent, take in iti
atives, operate independently, assume total responsibility for a vessel 
and its company, engage in D avid-and-G oliath  encounters w ith big 
ships and close quarter scraps w ith light craft and shore defences. 
T hey  m ade ship handling a work of art while daring appealed to 
young captains of zeal, determ ination, coolness, self-confidence and 
unflagging energy. Com m and m eant training a sh ip ’s company to a 
high pitch, a gift for leadership, an instinctive grasp of the ways of 
the sea and ships and a fine eye for opportunities. Chatfield once 
observed, ‘In  all affairs of the sea rapid, nay instant, decision is v ital.’4 
N o one exemplified these qualities m ore than Cunningham .

T h e  arrival of a new weapons platform , the need to develop it 
rapidly, the growing th reat of war and the persistence of an exacting, 
autocratic, uncom prom ising (though often petty and pointless) higher 
com m and m eant that C unningham  was driven relentlessly and was 
equally dem anding of his sh ips’ companies. Service in light craft 
b rought officers and m en closer together. T h e  constant sea-going and 
exercises ‘cultivated a quick-thinking brain, initiative and anticipa
tion ’.5 M oreover, he was prepared to tackle superiors to engineer 
desirable appointm ents; flotilla com m anders used their influence at 
the A dm iralty  to enable him  to com m and destroyers for over 11 
successive years.6

N one was stricter than  R obert A rbuthnot, Com m odore (D), 
H om e F leet.7 C unningham  evidently m et A rbu thno t’s severe criteria, 
for he enjoyed the C om m odore’s protection in avoiding potentially 
em barrassing retrospective examinations. H is own reputation for 
strict discipline and intolerance of inefficiency owed as m uch to 
A rbu thno t’s example as to C unningham ’s inherent Calvinistic 
sternness. Cunningham  was noted for having had 11 F irst Lieutenants 
in seven years com m anding Scorpion; however, two of these were 
tem porary  appointm ents and the rem ainder survived for between 
seven and 24 m onths -  hardly an indication of C unningham ’s d is
pleasure w ith their conduct.8 A rbu thno t drilled his flotillas in all sea 
conditions, at night, and w ithout lights. As a result, ‘there was little 
that any of us did not know about the N orth  Sea in all its m oods’ -  
and precious little that C unningham  did not know about the capa
bilities of his craft.9 Exercises replicating war conditions, in the 
roughest of seas, were likely to carry w ith them  serious risks and 
Scorpion ran down a sailing vessel in the Channel. Cunningham  escaped 
condem nation, the officer of the watch being held responsible. He was
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sim ilarly fortunate on other occasions when errors were com m itted 
or officialdom disdainfully treated. M oreover, he was fully alive to 
ruses by which his ship m ight benefit and his own freedom  of action 
be enlarged. A principle evident as a fleet com m ander em erged early 
in his captaincy -  the m an on the spot is likely to know best.10

T h e  flotilla sailed to the M editerranean in the autum n of 1913. 
C unningham  looked forw ard to return ing  but the M editerranean had 
becom e a backwater for the Royal Navy. Fisher, who had com m anded 
the M editerranean Fleet at its largest, and his disciple, Churchill, 
were determ ined to m aintain a 60 per cent m argin over Germany. No 
dreadnoughts could be spared for the M editerranean, and in any case 
F isher and Churchill believed that the advent of subm arines and 
torpedo craft had rendered its narrow  waters untenable for them . 
Churchill was forced by a rapidly deteriorating international situation 
to station three battlecruisers there, bu t was still compelled to let the 
French defend B ritain’s considerable M editerranean interests. Russia 
coveted a w arm -w ater access, which Britain, despite the entente of 
1907, was determ ined to deny her. T h e  Italians and the Austrians, 
supposedly allied, were building battle fleets against each other. T he  
sm aller Balkan powers had fallen first upon the decaying T urk ish  
em pire and then  upon one another. W ilhelm ine G erm any was the 
source of m uch turbulence, provoking a second M oroccan crisis in 
1911, prom oting a B erlin-B aghdad railway, allying w ith A ustria and 
Italy, and suborning T urkey  from  its historic allegiance to Britain, 
as well as stationing m ajor naval units in the M editerranean. T he  
M editerranean had its delights, however, chiefly golf and sailing for 
C unningham , but the accent was clearly on preparation for war. 
C unningham  renewed his acquaintance w ith the eastern basin, espe
cially the Aegean, and the flotilla was worked up to a high level of 
efficiency by Captain (D) C. R R. Coode.11

By the tim e Britain declared war (4 A ugust 1914), the flotilla was 
ready for operations, Scorpion's log stating laconically, ‘Prepared for 
war. C leared ship for action.’12 A fter several days patrolling off M alta 
and in the m outh  of the Adriatic, ships of the 5th Flotilla were ordered 
to jo in  R ear-A dm iral T roub ridge’s arm oured cruiser squadron in 
pu rsu it of the G erm an battlecruiser Goeben and the light cruiser 
Breslau. T h e  destroyers, running  short of coal, joined T roubridge at 
dawn on 7 A ugust bu t w ithin a few hours m ost had dropped out, 
Scorpion and two others rem aining ultim ately coaled from  the cruisers 
at Zante after T roubridge  called off the pursu it. T h e  G erm an ships 
m ade their way to Turkey, arriving at the D ardanelles on 11 August. 
T h e  F irst Sea Lord, A dm iral Prince Louis of Battenberg, m inuted, 
‘T h e  escape of the Goeben ever rem ains a shameful episode in the


