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HMS Exeter HMS Ajax

Its purpose was to enhance British prestige in the area, foster
friendly relations with local navies, deal with local emergencies, assist
British trade and deal with the strategic and intelligence aspects of a
future war. The general plan was that each year the Commodore with the
two cruisers would carry out a circumnavigation of the sub continent,
have a docking and maintenance period at Bermuda, an exercise period
with the remainder of the AWI fleet, and short visits to North American
ports while C-in-C made a brief cruise to ports in the South. A map of
Exeter’s movements during her cruises of 1937/8 and 1938/9 is shown at
Appendix 1 and 2 to his chapter..

By this time Nazi Germany was clearly showing her aggressive
intentions and the German and Italian colonies, particularly in Argentina
and the south of Brazil, were bringing pressure to bear on their host
nations. Uruguay remained staunchly democratic and proud of her
traditional links with Britain, as did Chile. The western allies were
reacting to the Axis threat and starting to re-arm. Harwood realised that
more was now required than the traditional dinners, cocktail parties and
ceremonial parades of his Southampton days if the pressure of the
totalitarian countries was to be countered.

His speeches to British and North American audiences centred on
the theme that collective security had failed, Britain and the USA had
been the only countries to disarm and this had only encouraged the
aggressor nations. Britain was now re-arming, new ships and equipment
were coming into service and the Royal Navy could be relied on to protect
British and Empire commerce with their trading partners. His approach to
South American audiences centred on the historical links between the two
countries and the way we had worked together for our mutual benefit in
the field of economic and political development. Courtesy and mutual
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respect were the keynotes to success. Harwood’s ability to speak Spanish,
his previous knowledge and love of the area combined with his friendly
manner made him welcome and respected in South American diplomatic
and Service circles and. importantly, with the local press.

Port visits always started with formal calls being paid on local
dignitaries and returned. Ships’ contingents participated in local
ceremonies which were usually part of visit programmes. The
Commodore usually gave a lunch or dinner to foreign officials and
another to prominent British residents and their wives. Invariably the ship
gave an At Home™ for the British communities and local personalities;
sometimes a dance was held on board. Children’s parties were always
popular and visits by schools and societies with a British connection were
arranged if possible. Sporting fixtures with British and local teams were
important. In return British communities arranged dances and barbeque
type “asados™ for the ships’ companies and friendships soon developed,
Ships were open to visitors at each port. Harwood made a point of getting
to know the managers of the local British shipping firms to discuss their
difficulties and their trading patterns.

During a visit to Valparaiso in October 1937, the President of
Chile invited Harwood to an audience at Santiago, 115 miles away by
train. Similarly, during a visit to Buenos Aires in December 1937, the
President of Argentina invited Harwood and his officers to lunch with him
and afterwards did the honour of visiting the ship.

With the President of Chile With the President of the Argentine

At Rio in July 1938 Harwood held a seminar for the British
chamber of commerce and, in addition to the usual parties and dinners,
invited the heads of British firms for a personal tour of the ship asking



#hem to bring prominent Brazilians with them. This was so popular that
mumbers almost swamped the ship’s organisation. There was a “Show
Day™ and thousands tlocked on board when the ship was open to visitors.
He continued this practice at major ports thereafter.

The threat of war became serious with Hitler’s occupation of
Czechoslovakia. On the evening of Sunday 25th September 1938 Exerer
sailed from Punta del Este at defence stations, darkened at night, and
made her way north at high speed, bringing her war preparations up to
date. She called at Rio, then Pernambuco, after which she turned south to
show a presence off the larger Brazilian ports. Naval Control of Shipping
plans were reviewed, anti sabotage plans at South American ports were
mvestigated as tactfully as possible and intelligence gathering became
more important. Local British committees were formed and briefed. The
coastline was investigated for possible uses by friendly or enemy forces.
Plans for the defence of the Falkland Islands were updated. The crisis was
resolved, albeit only temporarily, and the two cruisers returned to their
planned programmes. 4jax had recently rejoined after re-commissioning
in UK under Captain Charles Woodhouse. The two ships kept together
and exercised together as much as possible thereafter.

Commodore Harwood Captain Woodhouse

On 5th November 1938 Exeter sailed southwards for the Falklands
and on 21st left for South Georgia taking the Governor of the Falklands,
Mr Henneker-Heaton, on a visit to his dependency of South Georgia. The
cold, clear and silent ambience of the Antarctic summer proved
fascinating and Shackleton’s grave was a favourite destination for
walking parties ashore. After a brief visit to Stromness, where the whaling



station had recently been closed down, Exerer, with the Governor
embarked. returned to Port Stanley.

Shackleton’s Cairn HMS Exeter’s Walrus

On the morning of 24th January 1939 both Exeter and Ajax arrived
at Valparaiso looking forward to the best port visit on the west coast. Just
before midnight slight tremors were felt and next morning there were
rumours of a disaster at Concepcion, further south, a town of nearly a
million inhabitants. Exerer had recently been at Talcuano, the port of
Concepcion, and Harwood obtained permission to render assistance. That
evening Exeter sailed for Talcuano, 200 miles south, arriving at daybreak
next morning and Ajax remained at Valparaiso to embark further
equipment. The centre of the carthquake had been at Chillan, about 60
miles inland. There had been 800 deaths, 300 people were estimated to be
under the ruins and there were thousands injured. Three landing platoons.
a demolition party and a medical team were landed from Exeter and lost
no time in taking charge. The British community were proud and grateful
that “their ship™ was there. Exerer sailed for Valparaiso that evening with
50 British and 350 Chileans on board. Ajax took Exerer’s place at
Talcuano and then returned to Valparaiso with more refugees, after which
she embarked Chilean troops and returned to Talcuano where the soldiers
were landed. Exerer then returned to Talcuano where a further 15 British
and 600 Chileans were embarked for passage to Valparaiso. The Chileans
were bedraggled, frightened and suffering from exposure and lack of
nourishment.

The group included a large number of children and the ship’s
company, with the sailors® traditional love of children. excelled
themselves in feeding and looking after them. Among the refugees was a
teenage mother who was found. dazed and bewildered, clutching her two




day old son. She was taken to the sick bay where the Medical Chiet Petty
Officer looked after the baby as if it were his own. A priest among the
refugees christened the child Juan Exeter Cristiano, and the ship’s
company had a whip-round for him. Over £30 was raised and passed to
the British Consul to ensure that this very large sum by local standards
was properly administered. Fortunately the boy’s father was found; he had
stayed behind to help with the rescue work. Among the refugees was an
organ grinder and his monkey. The latter was allowed on board
reluctantly after being thoroughly de-loused and the pair provided
entertainment all the way to Valparaiso. Chilean police, who were on
board to help control the refugees, arrested two men for the murder of a
taxi driver ashore.
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The Chilean government was extremely grateful for the prompt
and effective assistance given by the South American Division and there
1s no doubt that this greatly strengthened the strong support for Britain
and the Royal Navy which already existed in Chile. Harwood was
awarded the Grand Cross of the Chilean Order of Merit (Gold), Captain
Woodhouse of 4jax was made a Commander (Silver) and another 41
officers and senior ratings were awarded the Order at Bronze level.
Eventually every member of the two ships’ companies received a
miniature medal.

After two months in Bermuda for a docking and maintenance
period, the cruisers HMS Berwick, now wearing C-in-C’s flag, and Exeter,
wearing Harwood’s broad pennant, sailed from Bermuda for visits to the
eastern seaboard of the United States. These started with New York,
where the 1939 World Fair was in progress. Joan was able to join her
husband for this and remembered him being enthralled by a map of world
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shipping routes and particularly by the concentration of sea borne trade in
the River Plate estuary. Harwood. with four officers and the Royal Marine
band, travelled to Washington to attend the British Embassy garden party
for the King and Queen, at which the King had a long talk with Harwood.
Next day the King inspected a parade of British ex-Service men. after
which Exeter’s Bandmaster and Drum Major were presented to Their
Majesties. Exerer then returned to Bermuda by way of Norfolk Virginia,
where the hospitality offered to the ship’s company was particularly
memorable and Harwood was made a Freeman of the City: Miami was
equally hectic and enjoyable.

After visiting Nassau in the Bahamas and Haiti, where the
President lunched on board, Exerer arrived at Bermuda on 18th July. It
was probably at Bermuda that Harwood and Woodhouse, a gunnery
officer, exercised their tactics for fighting a pocket battleship.
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March Past a Nasa . HMS Exeter at Montevideo

On 8th August 1939 Exerer sailed from Bermuda dockyard for the
last time, with her paying-off pennant streaming behind her at a length
indicating the two years eight months she would have been away from
home. On the morning of 17th August she berthed in Devonport dockyard
and the following day the main leave party, who were owed up to two and
a half months foreign service leave, departed. On the 24™ all men on leave
were recalled and on 25th Exerer sailed back to her war station in the
South Atlantic. Harwood remained on board as a Commodore 2nd class
and Captain Frederick Bell assumed command of the ship and as his Flag
Captain. At 11 o'clock on 3rd September war with Germany was
declared.
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Appendix 1 to Chapter 1.
1937 — 1938 cruise. Anticlockwise navigation
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Appendix 2 to Chapter 1
1938-1939 cruise. Clockwise navigation
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