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AIM

The aim of this paper is to recommend whether, after over sixty years, the crew of HMS Concord should be awarded the Naval General Service Medal with Clasp Yangtze 1949. The background in brief is that this medal was awarded to the crews of ships which took part in the action in the Yangtze in April 1949, involving a Chinese communist attack on the RN destroyer HMS Amethyst and accompanying ships, and the subsequent breakout of Amethyst from the Yangtze in July 1949. HMS Concord escorted Amethyst out of the final part of the river into international waters on 31 July but her crew were not awarded the medal. They have been campaigning ever since to rectify what they believe was an injustice caused by political reasons related to the sensitivities of the Chinese communist authorities, a failure to understand the true risks they went through, and denial of the fact that they were in the River Yangtze in the period designated for qualification of the medal.


SUMMARY OF OPERATIONS ON 20-21 APRIL 1949

 On 20 April 1949 HMS Amethyst was sailing up the River Yangtze to relieve HMS Consort stationed at Nanking. At 0835hrs a Communist Battery engaged her with heavy and accurate fire which killed the Chinese Pilot, mortally wounded the Captain and put the forward steering gear out of action. The communist firing continued and many casualties were sustained including from a shell in the Sick Bay, which killed both the Doctor and the Sick Berth Attendant. The Amethyst then opened fire. With her two forward guns out of action and to avoid further casualties the Amethyst ran aground. On receipt of Amethyst’s signal that she was aground and under fire, HMS Consort sailed from Nanking and reached the Amethyst at 1500hrs. She also came under fire and suffered many casualties. The Captain of the Consort decided it was impossible to take the Amethyst in tow and, in very difficult circumstances, while suffering further casualties and without control of the forward steering gear, managed to continue down the Yangtze. During this time the ship received direct hits on the main wireless office, the gun control transmitting station and the wardroom which was being used as an operating theatre
On 21 April HMS London and HMS Black Swan were then ordered up the Yangtze to aid the Amethyst. Both ships came under fire at point blank range. HMS London was repeatedly hit and holed in her superstructure and bridge. The Chinese Pilot was killed, the Navigating Officer mortally wounded, bridge communications were cut, five fires were started and numerous casualties caused. London then fired back with her eight-inch and four-inch guns and close range armament.  The Commander in Chief then decided that in view of the determined opposition he would lose more than he would gain if he persisted in the attempt to approach the Amethyst, so ordered the ships back down the River. On her way down London was fired at again by five batteries, suffering more casualties, although her fire on the Communists was extremely effective. 

On the evening of the 21st an RAF Sunderland aircraft alighted near the Amethyst and succeeded in transferring an RAF Medical Officer and medical supplies but was forced to take off again owing to gunfire. 

During these two days the Royal Navy suffered 3 officers and 42 ratings killed and 7 officers and 104 ratings wounded.


INITIAL REQUEST FOR A MEDAL
On 14 July 1949 a Memorandum from the Commander in Chief, Far East was submitted through the Ministry of Defence to the Committee on the Grant of Honours, Decorations and Medals. The Memorandum stated: “We consider that a General Service Medal should be awarded in respect of the recent operation on the River Yangtze. We have therefore set out below a summary of the operations and our recommendations regarding those personnel whom we consider should be eligible for the award”.
The Commander in Chief’s reasons for asking that an award be made were as follows:
“Although with the exception of HMS Amethyst the period of action was short, in view of the heavy casualties sustained and the exemplary behaviour of all ranks we have no hesitation in recommending that a General Service Medal should be awarded to all those serving in those of His Majesty’s ships which were actively engaged in the operation. The behaviour of all officers and men engaged in the operations has been excellent under exceptionally trying and dangerous conditions. Many of the men were young - 17 and 18 years old – and thus had seen no wartime service”

The Commander in Chief recommended that all personnel who were serving in the ships concerned or went to help on the dates shown should be eligible for the medal, as follows:

Royal Navy
HMS Consort 
  20 April 1949

HMS London 
  21 April 1949

HMS Black Swan 
  21 April 1949

HMS Amethyst 
20 April 1949, until the date inclusive on which she is released by the Chinese Communist Authorities.

Those officers carried to HMS Amethyst on the 21 and 22 April 1949 in the RAF Sunderland aircraft.

Army
Those personnel carried to HMS Amethyst on 21 and/or 22 April 1949 in the RAF Sunderland aircraft (on supply dropping duties).

Royal Air Force
All personnel in the Sunderland aircraft which flew to HMS Amethyst’s position on 21 and/or 22 April 1949 and in particular the RAF Medical Officer who was transferred to Amethyst and who is still on board.


ROLE OF HMS CONCORD
On 31 July 1949, Amethyst was ordered to try and break out of the location where she had been since 20 April and to regain the open sea. Taking the opportunity of a dark night and a favourable tide, Commander Kerans slipped anchor and quietly sailed down the river. HMS Concord was ordered up the river to provide assistance and, if necessary, to provide fire support in case of an attack from the Communist shore batteries. 

On the evening of Saturday 30 July 1949 HMS Concord was at ten minutes notice for steam which was later reduced to two hours notice for steam. At 0145 hrs on the morning of Sunday 31 July she moved into position ready to proceed up the river and at 0345 hrs on Sunday 31 July she weighed and proceeded into the river. At 0525 hrs, after sailing for a distance of 57 nautical miles approximately 60 land miles, the Amethyst was sighted. Concord turned round and gave protection as the two ships passed down river. There was every probability that the Communist Batteries would detect this movement and open fire as they had done on 20 and 21 April, but the manoeuvre was successful, there was no enemy reaction, and the Amethyst returned safely. Concord secured from action at 0715hrs and at 1202 the main engines were switched off. 

THE CASE FOR THE AWARD TO THE CREW OF HMS CONCORD

The case for an award to HMS Concord is that on 31 July she was ordered up the Yangtze to the aid and protection of the Amethyst. This was a distance of 56 nautical miles. They accomplished their mission successfully. Although no enemy action resulted, Concord was at “Action Stations” for three and a half hours and during this period they were at risk from enemy artillery and small arms fire.

There is also an allegation that to avoid embarrassment with the Communist Government, details of the Concord entering the Yangtze was suppressed and that the Ship’s Log Book was altered.

There is also another part to the claim. HMS Concord was in the Yangtze Delta in May 1949 and took part in other operations which placed her at risk from hostile forces. An example of this was on the 24 May 1949, when HMS Concord was on patrol at the mouth of the Yangtze and received a signal to watch for a small Shell Tanker, which had been boarded by Nationalist soldiers. A boarding party from the Concord succeeded in getting aboard, searched the ship for weapons and rescued the men and women prisoners. The Shell Company subsequently sent a sum of money to the Concord in appreciation of this rescue. This action was within the qualifying period for the Yangtze Clasp which was 20 April – 2359hrs 31 July 1949, although it is not clear that she entered the Yangtze itself as part of this operation.

THE CASE AGAINST THE AWARD TO THE CREW OF HMS CONCORD

The case against the award of the Yangtze Clasp to the crew of HMS Concord is essentially that, from the first recommendation made on the 14 July 1949 by the Commander in Chief, Far East for the award of a Naval General Service Medal with a clasp for the action on the Yangtze, through all subsequent documents, to the final publication of the London Gazette in November 1949, there is no mention of the role of HMS Concord, though her role was in fact well-known to all concerned.
Every document makes the point that the medal was being awarded for the “specified service and the exceptionally trying and dangerous conditions in which their duty was carried out by the Amethyst, Consort, London and Black Swan and those members of the Army and RAF who were involved in the short period 20 April to 22 April 1949.”

If there had been a wish to include HMS Concord in the specified list, there was ample time to do so in August, October and November 1949 when the HD Committee reviewed the qualifications for the medal. For example nine members of the NAAFI on Amethyst, who were not in uniform and not therefore normally included in medal consideration, were later awarded medals at the request of the Admiralty 

The original recommendation stated that the period to qualify for the medal would extend to when the Amethyst was released by the Chinese Communist Authorities, presumably because there was a perceived risk of further hostile action before the Amethyst was free. However, when the final date of 31 July for qualification was announced on the 25 August 1949, the documentation still emphasised it was for the “Specified Service” of those involved from 20 to 22 April 1949. 

There seems no doubt that those in authority at the time, both in Hong Kong and in the Admiralty, knew that the Concord had entered the Yangtze, even though this was not immediately acknowledged at the time for allegedly diplomatic reasons. The presumption is therefore that all the authorities concerned judged, after due consideration, that the actions of H.M.S Concord did not merit the award of the Naval General Service Medal with clasp “Yangtze 1949.” because of the short time that she was in the river, and because there was no military action.

Having discussed with the Naval Historical Department the allegations of a “cover up” for political reasons, and having personally examined the original Ship’s Log Book, I believe that there was no political influence exerted which affected the decision not to award the medal to HMS Concord and that there is no evidence that any improper alterations or changes were made to the Ship’s Log. 


RECOMMENDATION

It is my opinion that the award of the Naval General Service Medal with clasp Yangtze 1949 was specifically intended for those who took part in the operations of 20/22 April 1949. HMS Concord, although placed at risk by being ordered to go to the aid of the HMS Amethyst, was not involved in that specific operation and in the opinion of those in authority at the time, and subsequently, did not merit the award.

 It is possible to argue that, whatever the view and intentions of those who were taking the decisions at the time, they drew up the time qualifications in such a way that HMS Concord did qualify, and that the medal has therefore been unfairly withheld from her crew. There is a case for this. However in my view this suggestion does not outweigh the evidence of the very specific consideration of all the facts made at the time by those in authority, and the case does not meet the criteria of “exceptional circumstances” set out in Sir John Holmes’ report.

My recommendation is therefore that the decision taken at the time should be upheld, and the crew of HMS Concord should not be awarded the Naval General Service Medal with clasp Yangtze 1949, although it should be clearly recognised by all concerned that the ship did indeed enter the River Yangtze for a short period on 31 July and was at risk for a few hours.
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