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            FOREWORD

         

         Fortiter ac Fideliter, or ‘bravely and faithfully,’ is a superb motto, and in the lives of Old Pangbournians recorded here, Robin Knight compellingly and inspiringly explores how this motto has been translated into action by generations of OPs. 

         
             

         

         Regarding bravery, as examples in this book show, this takes many forms. There is bravery of the berserker kind, when the red mist of anger drives an individual to leave their own place of safety to charge the enemy or to save another life. There is bravery when a person, knowing the dangers, repeatedly runs the same risks, like a bomber pilot flying recurring sorties over enemy territory at night, or a sailor on Atlantic convoys in World War 2 when to the ever-present danger of the violence of the enemy may be added the dangers of the sea.

         There is another bravery – the bravery of the unit, the aircrew or the ship’s company when through teamwork and leadership it achieves some difficult or daring task, though perhaps only the actual leader may be recognised with an award. Some individuals evidently are able to make bravery a life style, while for others being brave is a matter of opportunity, often unwanted and uninvited, when, to paraphrase Shakespeare, bravery is thrust upon them and they reacted instinctively well. There are numerous examples of all these different kinds of bravery in the pages which follow.

         What is truly remarkable is that a single school, The Nautical College, Pangbourne (as it was then), founded a little over a century ago for one purpose, to prepare boys to become officers in the Merchant Navy, should have produced so many exceptional people in so many walks of life. They include – at least – the winners of two George Crosses, two George Medals, thirty one Distinguished Service Orders, ninety-one Distinguished Service Crosses, seventeen Military Crosses, and eighteen Distinguished Flying Crosses, not to mention many lesser awards and uncounted Mentions in Despatches. More astonishing still is that for most of its history the College’s roll has been only a little over a couple of 7hundred pupils. Clearly, the early leaders of Pangbourne established a distinct and enduring ethos.

         Many of the first cadets in the 1920s and 1930s reached positions in the Second World War where they could show the qualities with which they had been imbued at Pangbourne. However, as Robin Knight shows the reader, this was not some accident of timing or the incident of war. In the post-war years, OPs have continued to be true to their motto and to show the same qualities, Fortiter ac Fideliter, in the police and in sports and in day-to-day life as well as in later wars.

         From the beginning, the College’s inspiration, the far-sighted Sir Philip Devitt, wanted the cadets to have a well-rounded education. But he could not have known how strongly or how well Fortiter ac Fideliter would become embodied in the soul of the College. Pangbourne College remains a place where the individual matters and where the Headmaster can boast that first and foremost, Pangbourne is a ‘people place,’ committed to the personal development of its pupils.

         The boys and girls of today’s Pangbourne will do well to look to their predecessors’ record and to follow their example.

         Captain Peter Hore RN
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            1

            WHAT IS COURAGE?
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         Defining courage has puzzled humanity throughout history. All too easily one person’s courage is, to others, a matter of routine or “doing one’s duty.” Circumstances vary so greatly. So do perspectives. In Western society we might coalesce around a definition that relates to an individual’s achievements and character. In societies deriving their values from Confucian ethics, the meaning is more likely to include putting other’s interests before one’s own in difficult circumstances.

         
             

         

         Few, if any, of the people featured in this book would have considered themselves heroic. Such individuals rarely do. Many of them flourished in wartime but most were not belligerent or aggressive by nature. Some seem to have attracted trouble wherever they were; equally fearless men went through the entire six years of the 1939–45 conflict far from the action. Luck always plays a huge part in demonstrating courage. So does free will and obligation. Awards are a hit-and-miss way of separating the wheat from the chaff, being subjective and often dependent on marginal calls made by people far from the battlefront. One OP featured in this book received a DSC for, he alleged, saving the money on board an aircraft carrier when it sank, while another was Mentioned in Despatches for, he wrote, “superintending the installation of bomb-proof latrines in Normandy 50 miles behind the advancing British front line.”

         Yet courage is recognised universally. The root of the word ‘courage’ is cor – a Latin term for heart. There is moral courage of the sort displayed by someone who speaks their mind regardless of the consequences or, on another level, by a submarine commander who has the inner strength to order his vessel to be scuttled rather than be captured by the enemy. There is ‘cold courage’ – knowing the dangers, but repeatedly confronting them over a prolonged period. Typically, this is epitomised 9in a letter received at the Nautical College during World War 2: “I have spent most of the war in destroyers and cruisers. My last ship ‘bought it’ off the Italian coast in January and as a result I got myself a bit bent and am now minus my left leg. Luckily, however, I lost it below the knee and with any luck I’m hoping to be back at sea in the New Year.” He was. This remarkable individual, David Ramsay (26–28), lost his leg when hit by an aerial torpedo in 1943. He remained in the Royal Navy until 1957, played squash and always was a hard man to beat.

         Courage tends, too, to entail some sort of cause, and here the definitional boundaries begin to blur. A sense of duty or a well-defined patriotism are not, in themselves, sufficient. In war, the belief that one is fighting for a just cause may be the difference between courage and bravery; many British and French, German and American men and women were brave in various ways in World War 1 without any clear understanding for what they were fighting. Matters seemed more black-and-white in World War 2 when the enemies were fascism and German and Japanese territorial ambitions. Only retrospectively did the justifications extend to take in genocide as the scale of Nazi atrocities against Jews and Japanese against Allied prisoners-of-war and subjugated peoples became known. More nuanced confrontation, such as the global ideological struggle epitomised by the Cold War, or the British-Argentinian conflict over the Falkland Islands, rarely unite in the same way while still throwing up many examples of courage and bravery.

         Fear is involved too. “Fear is a reaction. Courage is a decision,” remarked Winston Churchill. On another occasion he claimed: “Courage is the first of human qualities because it is the quality that guarantees all others.” Courage, in this sense, can be defined as weighing up a situation and deciding to act – in other words, it is a mindful, premeditated action. Given this, realising that risking one’s own life to save another is hopeless, and failing to act, may be as morally brave as acting pointlessly and losing one’s life. Yet, as a rule, bravery lacks the element of fear because it is spontaneous – acting before thinking. There is impulsive bravery of the sort recorded elsewhere in this book by an 84-year-old man diving in to the sea to save a drowning teenager – an instant decision to engage with a real threat that days later led to the man’s heart attack and death. Or the decision by the first on the scene to pull a man from a burning car. Or the off-the-cuff choice of a youth to dive into a harbour to save a floundering swimmer or to edge along a cliff to rescue a friend in peril. “Every brave person is brave in his own way” concluded Vasily Grossman, the Russian war correspondent and novelist who witnessed more bravery than most on the Eastern Front in the Soviet Union’s “Great Patriotic War,” paraphrasing Tolstoy in Anna Karenina. 10

         “Courage and bravery – just another pair of English words that can be found side by side in a Thesaurus entry,” goes one rather blunt characterisation. “To most, these two words are mere synonyms that express fearlessness, dauntlessness, intrepidity, boldness; the quality of mind or spirit that enables a person to face difficulty and danger.” Yet to those perhaps more intellectually inclined, courage and bravery are notably different words. Bravery, goes one explanation, “is the ability to confront pain, danger, or attempts at intimidation without any feeling of fear.” In contrast, courage “is the result of a deep understanding of the matter; a courageous person understands what they are getting themselves into and who or what they are doing it for.” Submariners, to give an example, went out on war patrols month after month in World War 2 knowing that the odds of survival were worsening each time they left port. Extraordinary courage and endurance and determination were needed to achieve success.

         Definitions of courage and bravery can vary hugely depending on culture and time and place. The very meaning of the word ‘hero’ has changed down the centuries. In Greek times, the word heros meant ‘protector’ or ‘defender.’ Today, footballers are called ‘heroes’ and ‘anti-heroes’ have as much literary or entertainment cachet as ‘heroes.’ David Twiston Davies, who wrote obituaries for The Daily Telegraph for many years and compiled three books of military obituaries, reflected on this ambivalence in an essay he wrote in 2003: “Exactly what motivates soldiers to risk their lives is a mystery that only deepens if probed. The lure of adventure, the thrill of danger, the thirst for success play a part. There is also the camaraderie of military life and that feeling of loyalty which still draws the Queen’s men from the farthest ends of the earth.” Or to put it another way, as a species, human beings always walk a fine line between the heroic and foolhardy.

         In reality, heroism applies equally to acts of courage and bravery. Comparisons are odious – yet it should be admitted that heroism is easier to recognise than either courage or bravery. Writing and researching a book like this, drives home that point. The men who repeatedly took part in the ordeal of the Arctic convoys in the Second World War – “the worst journey in the world” according to Winston Churchill – seem indescribably heroic to a modern generation. Then, the toughest enemy was the life-threatening weather and the huge, freezing seas. During the ten days the journeys took British and American sailors to and from Russia

         In winter, ships might accumulate 150 tons of ice. Eyelids froze over, anyone who fell overboard died of exposure within minutes. Conditions on board were never less than brutal – and all this is without mentioning the ever-present threat of attack from enemy submarines and aircraft. Not surprisingly, the so-called three 11‘Ts’ – tiredness, tension and terror – took a huge toll. Equally, the actions of the exhausted Army officer who realised he could no longer move through the jungle, ordered his company to go on without him and accepted a lonely fate can only be described as heroic. So, too, the will-power of men who repeatedly piloted outnumbered or outgunned aircraft into aerial battle knowing full well how slim their chances of survival were. “Never give up; never despair – that was the message of VE-Day,” Queen Elizabeth II remarked in 2020.

         There is another form of courage that should be respected – one that involves confronting and overcoming inner fears, or, as has been said, sometimes, simply putting one foot in front of another. Charlie Mackesy, the author/illustrator, has the boy asking the horse in his best-selling book The Boy, the Mole, the Fox and the Horse: ‘What’s the bravest thing you’ve ever said? ‘Help’ replies the horse. Eleanor Roosevelt, the indomitable campaigning spouse of President Franklin Delano Roosevelt, once identified this type of courage: “Courage is more exhilarating than fear and, in the long run, it is easier. We do not have to become heroes overnight – just a step at a time, meeting each challenge as it comes, seeing that it’s not as dreadful as it appeared, discovering we have the strength to stare it down.”

         What links these displays of courage is something else – the optimism of the human spirit. One reason for a book like this is to capture and preserve tales of epic human behaviour. As the years pass, it is all too easy to forget the sacrifices which otherwise ‘ordinary’ generations of men and women who went before us made – and how such lives were changed for ever, or lost, or blighted, as a result. Moreover, it is not only in wars that courage and bravery are shown. Some individuals have extraordinary natural abilities that set them apart which is why sports heroes are included in this book; at certain peaceful times and in certain places, sporting “gods” come to epitomise a national awakening such as the cricketer Don Bradman’s impact on Australian society in the 1930s, or the footballer Pelé’s role in Brazil in the 1960–70s, or the ice-hockey player Wayne Gretzky’s importance to the growth of a proud Canadian national identity. Scientists can become heroes, too, although usually in retrospect – think Marie Curie or Albert Einstein or Alan Turing or Rosalind Franklin. Now, in the wake of the greatest pandemic the world has seen in a century, it is epidemiologists and health care workers with their dedicated combinations of skill, stamina and stoicism in the face of death, who, like organ donors before them, have joined the ranks of heroes and been enshrined by a prevailing mood.

         Discovering stories that illustrate courage and bravery is far from straightforward. When the wartime singer Vera Lynn died in 2020, she was mourned as “a powerful 12totem of our national identity” – a person who epitomised an extraordinary generation and helped a whole nation to pull in the same direction. “The sheer scale of their endurance, their fortitude, their sacrifice and the dangers to which they (those living from 1939–45) were exposed is something few not alive at the time can even begin to comprehend,” reckoned one columnist on Dame Vera’s death. “Queen in all but Name” headlined an obituary in The Economist magazine. Vera Lynn never saw herself as heroic, just a person with some natural abilities who was able to capture a mood and make use of her talents in the national cause.

         As often as not, heroes are anonymous, modest, self-effacing, do not seek the limelight and wish to be overlooked. Many are. Who remembers now the name of the Army Sergeant who defused scores of bombs in Afghanistan and lost his life doing so, or the names of the firemen who entered the burning Twin Towers in New York after the 9/11 attack, or the immigrant who climbed up the outside of a Parisian apartment block to save a child, or the civil servant who used a narwhal tusk to confront a terrorist on London Bridge? Captain Sir Tom Moore, the centenarian who became an unexpected hero of the Covid-19 pandemic in England when he raised £33 million single-handed for NHS Charities Together, may one day fall in to this category although his wonderful determination not to be beaten by circumstances will remain an inspiration. Yet the collective memory is short – and when it comes to armed conflict, the desire to move on once the fighting ends, and not to dwell on the past, can be overwhelming.

         Over the years, too, the concepts of courage and bravery evolve. Today it is outmoded to talk about, let alone to praise, Britain’s colonial or military past. The country’s role in slave-trading is considered more “relevant” by identity historians than its global role in spreading literacy, democracy and law-based government. Yet once, not so long ago, the British Empire was the stuff of Boy’s Own legends, with Kiplingesque tales of heroism from Sudan to India in the cause of King and Country in distant, mysterious lands, instantly being devoured by successive generations. It is said that harnessing the past to serve the political or cultural present is a dangerous game. In these more sceptical times, stories of derring-do on behalf of British interests are as rare as hens’ teeth. Life has become more cynical and shaded.

         Another unfashionable element that resonates through this book is the notion of duty – to one’s friends, to one’s unit, to one’s ship or regiment or squadron, to one’s Service and ultimately to one’s country. By the 21st century, such concepts had become deeply dated. But as the military historian Max Hastings has observed, “To that (wartime) generation the idea of duty was very real.” Many of those 13featured in this book were far from jingoistic or one-dimensional characters. Most acted as they did in a time of acute national danger to save and to serve their country. Yet many wished, too, to encourage the emergence of a “new Britain” after the hostilities. Indeed, the longer the 1939–45 war dragged on, the more the desire for change grew among British forces in the field after two appallingly costly conflicts in 30 years. Old-fashioned courage and bravery and a sense of duty continued to be demonstrated. But the context was shifting. It always does.

         The true nature of courage is to confront and overcome fear as World War 2 pilots and bomber crews had to on every scramble. Missions that ran into several hours required something even more demanding: sustained courage,” an Air Marshall argued in a letter to The Times in 2021. Some 25 centuries earlier, Plato had claimed that “courage is a kind of salvation.” Today, if the alternative is juxtaposed – timidity, fearfulness, even cowardice – there seems little argument. The destroyer captain who realises he needs a rest in wartime and declines another dangerous mission surely is every bit as courageous as the person who continues fighting when unfit to do so and possibly jeopardises the lives of others? Yet until it becomes necessary to demonstrate bravery or courage or leadership, no one can be certain how he or she will react in the heat of war. Or how they will respond when faced with life-or-death choices in peacetime.

         Nor is it straightforward to define what constitutes leadership or makes a good leader. Asked once to identify the attributes that were needed to achieve flag rank in the Royal Navy, the former First Sea Lord, Admiral Sir Jonathon Band, picked out three – career ambition; brain power (“a useable intellect” as he put it) and a degree of ruthlessness in decision-making linked to an aura or presence. “At, or near, the top in most walks of life,” he said, “sooner or later you have to display some harsher qualities and be able to make unpleasant decisions.” Then he added a fourth requirement – luck, which relates to timing, being in the right place at the right time and having the right qualifications.

         Originally, this book was titled Fortiter ac Fideliter – the motto of Pangbourne College, a small school in southern England, founded in 1917, and the link that connects all those mentioned. At best, it is a tenuous relationship. Character and temperament, it is true, become clearer in adolescence and are only refined at the edges in later life. Some of those featured in these pages did credit the school with developing aspects of their character, or skills, that aided them when they were called upon to act. The great majority did not. Far more important, it was the context of the times that shaped these individuals. Without war, or danger or challenge or simple opportunity, most of these Old Pangbournians would not be 14regarded by other generations as particularly courageous at all. Time and place were everything – as was the nature of their response.

         War, indeed, is rarely the primary motivation for courage or bravery. “War settles nothing,” once wrote Field Marshall Lord Bramall, one of Britain’s most distinguished recent commanders. “It may have its moments, it may bring out the best in some people. But apart from the suffering it causes in human and economic terms, it usually creates more problems than it solves.” Many of our subjects knew this full well as their letters written at the time underline. This book is not a glorification of war. Instead, it is meant to bear witness to gallant individuals and to rescue their stories from the mists of time. Fortiter ac Fideliter – bravely and faithfully – has been the motto of the College at Pangbourne since 1922. Its originator defined the maxim loosely as ‘Act always with courage and show yourself worthy of trust.’ It seems an apt summation of this book.
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            TWO GEORGE CROSSES, TWO GEORGE MEDALS
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         Four contrasting Old Pangbournians won four of the highest British awards for courage during the 1939–45 World War. Two of them left the Nautical College to serve in the Merchant Navy in the Blue Funnel line. One came to Pangbourne for a year intending to go to sea and changed his mind. The fourth decided a career at sea was not for him, trained as a doctor but went to sea in the RNVR during the war.

         
             

         

         Two remained involved with the sea all their lives while the others led more sedentary existences as a solicitor and a doctor. Two earned their award for defusing bombs – that most dangerous of skills, especially in wartime when new enemy devices were constantly emerging and bombs and mines often had to be made safe in extraordinary circumstances. In each case there was an immediate commitment to take action regardless of the great personal danger involved. By any definition, this was bravery in action. Comprehending what motivated the four is complex. One of the leading authorities on bravery wrote once that “There is no rhyme or reason to it…Who can say whether it takes more courage to attack an angry bull elephant with a spear than to disarm a very sensitive mine?”1 The question is, perhaps, better left unanswered.
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         John Gregson (37–40) is an unlikely hero. The most modest, disarming of men, he spent seventeen happy years after the Second World War in a blissful corner of far-away New Zealand working as a conscientious harbour pilot in the Bay of Plenty escorting vessels of every size through the peaceful waters around Tauranga, today the largest port in the country. It was typical of the man. He never wanted to do anything else in his life but to be involved in some way with the sea and ships. He never sought fame or fortune or publicity. He went to sea as a callow 16-year-old and remained at sea well into his sixties. Throughout his long life he downplayed his bravery in World War 2 sometimes remarking, tongue-in-cheek and with a charming, humorous smile on his angular face, that he had received a medal for throwing someone into the sea. Yet, deep down, he was proud of the recognition his outstanding display of bravery as a young man in 1942 had given to the sailors of the Merchant Navy. Only on one occasion late in life he did feel personally flattered when invited, in 2006, to fly half way round the world to take part in what turned out to be a memorable anniversary service at Westminster Abbey attended by most of the living Victoria Cross and George Cross/Albert Medal holders.

         16Although Gregson was born in Bombay (now Mumbai) in 1924 where his father worked as an architect, John and his elder sister Elizabeth were sent back to England in 1926 to live with his grandmother in Hull. Here, perhaps, his love of the sea began to emerge and in 1937, aged 13, he arrived at the Nautical College, Pangbourne. He was always bound for the Merchant Navy but, like most of his generation at the NCP, the onset of war two years after he arrived aroused a strong desire to be involved as soon as possible. In Gregson’s case, this meant the moment he was old enough to sign an apprenticeship with a shipping line. Aged 16, this is what he did early in 1940, becoming an employee of the Blue Funnel Line, a strong supporter of the College at the time. Part of the Alfred Holt company, Blue Funnel’s mostly medium-sized ships carried general cargo and a few passengers all over the world. In the First World War, the line had lost 16 ships. In World War 2 it was to lose 30.

         Initially, Gregson sailed mostly to the Far East. As the war intensified in 1941–42, he found himself in the thick of the action in a succession of perilous Atlantic convoys. Serving on mv Dolius (all Blue Funnel ships were named from Greek legend or history), he was in the vessel when it was bombed in the Firth of Forth in April 1941 but survived unscathed. After some marginally less eventful months on another Blue Funnel ship, mv Alcinous, he joined the 7,585 tons general cargo vessel mv Mentor in 1942 and was promptly torpedoed in May 1942. The ship sank off Florida and he spent four days in a lifeboat before being rescued by a nearby Blue Funnel vessel.17

         On return to England Gregson was assigned to the mv Deucalion. Built in 1930, Deucalion was a 7,740 tons cargo carrier with a top speed of 14 knots. It had been bombed for the first time at the end of 1940 while in dock in Liverpool and again the following year whilst on a return trip from Malta to Gibraltar. In August 1942 it was included in what became the most famous Malta relief convoy of the war, codenamed Operation Pedestal. By that stage the island of Malta was on its last legs having endured relentless, hugely destructive bombing by the German and Italian air forces for the previous two years. Supplies and ammunition were so low by mid-1942 that food rations had been cut to starvation level and anti-aircraft fire was restricted to a core minimum.

         To relieve the island a convoy of 14 merchant vessels and an escort of up to 35 Royal Navy ships including two battleships and three aircraft carriers assembled off Gibraltar to “make a dash for Malta through the Straits of Sicily” in the words of Gregson’s obituary in The Times. Two days out of Gibraltar Deucalion was disabled by a direct hit from a Junkers 88 aircraft by a bomb that passed through one hold and out through the side of the ship before exploding. Badly damaged and slowed to eight knots, Deucalion had to be left to its fate by the rest of the convoy. Accompanied by a lone destroyer, HMS Bramham, it was ordered to try a southerly inshore route to Malta through the Tunisian narrows and shoals. It “was not to escape” recorded The Times. Attacked and hit twice by torpedo bombers, Deucalion’s cargo of aviation fuel in Hold 6 exploded, flames spread rapidly and the captain gave the order to abandon ship.

         Gregson survived the bomb attack without a scratch but one of his fellow officers, another apprentice manning an anti-aircraft gun, was not so fortunate and was trapped beneath a life raft. With a third apprentice, Gregson overturned the raft to free the man but discovered that his shipmate was so badly injured he could do nothing for himself. With flames enveloping the area and the ship sinking rapidly, Gregson realised he had no choice but to drop his injured colleague overboard. This he did, following him immediately into the Mediterranean. At the NCP Gregson had been rated a “strong swimmer” which was just as well. Once in the water, he located his comrade, supported him and looked around for help. No one else was nearby. So he set out to tow his by now unconscious companion to the Bramham, 600 yards away. He succeeded – an “astonishing haul” according to a report of the incident.

         It was not for another eight months that Gregson’s selfless action was recognised. Long before then, five of the 14 merchant vessels in Operation Pedestal had reached Malta – just enough to lift the siege of the island. One of the ships that got there, the American-built tanker Ohio, was damaged badly and had to be towed in to the 18Grand Harbour by the escorting destroyers. Bramham was on her port side with Gregson, in his words, “assisting with the towing.” Undeterred by this episode, he was soon back at sea with Blue Funnel, sailing in ss Rhesus in Atlantic convoys until March 1943 and earning his 2nd Mate’s Certificate within four months. A few weeks before that it was announced that John Gregson had been awarded the Albert Medal for Gallantry in Saving Life – at the time the highest possible award for civilian bravery at sea. He was also awarded the Lloyds War Medal for Bravery. Whilst in London in 1943 he was able to attend his investiture at Buckingham Palace.

         From mid-1943 to the end of the war Gregson served in ships owned by the Liverpool-based, Cunard-owned Brocklebank Line – ss Mahout, ss Matheran and ss Mayfair. Most of these years proved stressful but not fatal, involving repeat dangerous voyages in convoys to Africa, India and finally the Far East in support of the Burma campaign. He ended the war, aged just 21, with an array of medals including the Albert Medal, the Atlantic Star, the Africa Star, the Burma Star and the War Medal 1939–45. In 1971 the Albert Medal was replaced by the George Cross. Gregson, “in a manner typical of the man” in the words of The Times, chose not to exchange his medal although he was always happy to represent holders of the Albert Medal at reunions of the Victoria Cross/George Cross Association.

         After the war, having obtained his Master’s Certificate in 1949, John Gregson joined the Orient Line and was sailing to Australia in 1952 in ss Oracades when he met his wife-to-be, Mary. A year later he emigrated to New Zealand, married soon after and began a new seagoing career with the Union Steam Ship Company, part of the Shell Group. He died on Christmas Day 2016, aged 91. “My whole life has been either at sea or connected with shipping such as piloting or marine surveying and I do not regret any of it,” he had written to the Old Pangbournian Society a few years earlier. He meant it.
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         If Gregson’s George Cross was, in one sense, predictable for an Old Pangbournian employed in the merchant marine in wartime, that awarded to Jack Easton (20–21) in 1940 was as improbable as Beethoven playing golf. Born in 1906 in Maidenhead, he attended the Nautical College for a year in 1920 before changing his mind about a career at sea and leaving for Brighton College. After Brighton he qualified as a solicitor in his grandfather’s London-based law firm William Easton & Sons.

         A keen yachtsman, Easton volunteered for the Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve (RNVR) on the outbreak of war in 1939 and received officer training at HMS King Alfred, an RNVR shore-based facility located in a leisure centre in Hove. One day 19in the spring of 1940 the raw recruits were called on to dispose of or defuse 40 mines and he was “pushed forward.” Evidently, he did well. After basic training he volunteered for HMS Vernon, the torpedo and mining school. By October 1940, now a Temporary Sub-Lieutenant aged 34, he was working in London attached to the Land Disposal Section of the RNVR.

         One day, as The Blitz intensified, Easton was summoned to Clifton Street, Shoreditch where a huge mine had landed but failed to explode. Accompanied by Able Seaman Bennett Southwell, he walked through rapidly-emptying streets to the place where the bomb – a German Type C magnetic device containing 1,000lb of explosive, almost nine feet long – had crashed through the roof of a house. It was hanging suspended by its parachute lines through a hole in the ceiling about six inches off the floor in a darkened room. Immediately, Easton knew it was too risky to try to move the device and it would have to be dismantled at once. He began work, with Southwell standing outside the window of the room, handing him the tools he needed.

         Within a minute the bomb slipped. Easton heard the whirr of its mechanism and knew he had precisely twelve seconds to get clear. Shouting to Southwell to run, both men fled in different directions. Easton forced open the door of the room in which he had been working and managed to throw himself into a surface air raid shelter opposite the house. Southwell got as far as a nearby road when the bomb exploded. Easton was knocked unconscious and buried under rubble in the shelter, his back and skull fractured, his pelvis and legs broken. Southwell was decapitated. Six streets of houses close by were destroyed and it was six weeks before Southwell’s body could be recovered. Both men were awarded the George Cross in January 1941 “for great gallantry and undaunted devotion to duty.” Easton, still recovering in hospital, heard the announcement on the radio on the 6:00pm BBC news. Hospital staff, who had been told by the Admiralty what was coming, had hidden three cases of champagne under Easton’s bed. “The celebrations went on long into the evening” according to an account of the incident in a book titled George Cross Heroes.

         Easton spent a year in plaster before returning to duty at the end of 1941. In 1950 he wrote vividly about the Shoreditch incident – his 17th bomb disposal assignment – in a publication called Wavy Navy. Describing how he walked down “the drab street” to the damaged house, he captured the overwhelming danger and loneliness of bomb disposal work. “I had the feeling that a vast audience was watching the way I walked. It had been the last scene for several men I knew, though such morbid thoughts were 20absent that day. I was looking for the house described.” He went on to explain how the bomb slipped from its ‘moorings’ and how he escaped from the building. “On such work one had to plan ahead…I had no time to use distance for safety, and ran across the roadway to a surface air raid shelter opposite where I was. I flung myself on its far side, its bulk between me and the house I had just left. I flung myself tight against it, face down to the ground. I heard no explosion…I was not blinded by the flash that comes split seconds before an explosion, but that was all I experienced. I do not know what time passed before I became conscious. When I did, I knew I was buried deep beneath bricks and mortar and was being suffocated. My head was between my legs and I guessed my back was broken but could not move an inch. I was held, imbedded. Men dug me out. To this day I do not know how long I spent in my grave. Most of the time I was unconscious. The conscious moments were of horror and utter helplessness. Being buried alive is certainly a good example of a living hell.”

         This was not Easton only brush with death. Another of his exploits before the Shoreditch bomb had been to defuse a parachute mine that fell through the roof of the Russell Hotel in central London. The owner of the hotel was so relieved that his business had been saved that he wrote Easton a cheque for £140 (about £6,000 today) and announced that Easton and his family could have Sunday lunch at the hotel free for life. On recounting the story to his commanding officer, Easton was ordered to refuse the money and the lunch offer; he had merely been doing his duty, it was pointed out.

         Late in 1941 and back on duty, Jack Easton was appointed to HMS Britannia 11, a trawler base at Dartmouth. Soon after he began a succession of sea commands in armed trawlers and minesweepers. During the D-Day landings he led a motor minesweeper flotilla. A seaborne mine exploded under his ship HM MMS 22 but again he survived. After the war he returned to the family law firm, continuing to work into the 1970s. During this time, he became legal adviser to the VC and GC Association. He died in November 1994, aged 88. “Whenever he walked into a house or a room or a gathering of any kind, laughter and happiness walked with him,” his godson said in a Tribute at his cremation service.
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         A similarly unlikely route into wartime bomb disposal work and subsequent national recognition was taken by Martin Johnson (25–28). He had left the Nautical College for a career in the Merchant Navy with Blue Funnel in 1928. Born in South Africa in 1911, the son of a clergyman, he had arrived at the NCP from Christ’s Hospital school in 1925, played rugby for the 1st XV and became a 21cadet captain (prefect) in the 4th Illawarra intake. Following some years at sea, he moved ashore in the mid-1930s and began selling second-hand cars before finding his true vocation working with young delinquents for the Prison and Borstal Commission, unkindly known to some as the ‘theatre of hooligans’” according to a contemporary newspaper report. Called up as an RNR officer in 1941, he served with the Department of Torpedoes and Mines Investigation Section for the next three years.

         Early on in this period Johnson was summoned to the Vickers shipyard in Barrow-in-Furness for what proved to be a unique challenge in the 1939–45 period – to make safe four 500lb torpedoes packed with TNT in the only German submarine to be captured intact, brought to the UK and converted into an RN vessel during the Second World War. It was August 1941, and U-570 and her inexperienced crew on their first operation had surrendered to an RAF Lockheed Hudson reconnaissance/bomber aircraft belonging to Coastal Command having been depth-charged, machine-gunned and apparently disabled south of Iceland. The vessel was one of 500 similar Kriegsmarine submarines and, potentially, a magnificent prize with clear propaganda value. But it had been badly damaged in its disastrous encounter with the RAF and its four live electric torpedoes, each with 500lbs of explosive in it, could not be extracted because the bow plates were crushed in on top of the torpedo tubes.

         Johnson, a Lieutenant, followed by his boss Lt. Cdr F. Ashe Lincoln RNVR, arrived at the yard on a dismal Sunday morning with mist and rain enveloping the facility and workers in the dockyard, not surprisingly, refusing to use their blow torches anywhere near the crippled submarine. The vessel itself was marooned at the bottom of a dry dock overlooked by a wooden stage. None of its machinery was working. Neither officer had dismantled a German torpedo although Johnson had been trained to do so. He began by asking one of the workers how to use an oxyacetylene cutter. At this point a younger man standing by stepped forward and agreed to cut through the outer casing. All three were uncomfortably aware that a single spark could set off an explosion. The preliminary task was completed safely and the steel casing cut. The welder, his face “pallid and streaked with grime”, according to Lincoln, was thanked profusely. “Always try to help the Navy, sir” he responded.

         The two officers moved alone to the remotest part of the yard. Here, Johnson set to work opening the so-called magnetic “pistols” – ingenious gadgets that comprised primers, detonators and strikers and were capable of producing 22a lethal explosion. Using a screwdriver that kept slipping to force the primers apart, the detonators were made safe. “It had been the longest, wettest Sunday in my recollection” Lincoln wrote feelingly afterwards. Skill, and some luck, not to mention ice-cool nerves and considerable courage, had been on the two men’s side. Two weeks later, when a German torpedo of the same type as the one removed in the Vickers yard came ashore in Dutch Guiana (now Suriname), the Royal Dutch Navy asked the RN for guidance. Detailed instructions were sent, but the pistol blew up and seven people were killed.

         Johnson’s George Medal “for gallantry and undaunted devotion to duty” was gazetted in December 1942. The award had only been instituted a couple of years earlier and is specifically designated for bravery “not in the face of the enemy.” Ashe Lincoln, a leading QC after the war, recalled: “The question of danger did not bother Johnson personally… but he was most anxious that nothing should be done to damage the submarine.” Nor was it. U-570 became HMS Graph, carried out three wartime patrols with a Royal Navy crew and was the only submarine to see active service on both sides during the war. In October 1942 it went to sea under the command of an Old Pangbournian, Peter Marriott (29–32), and attacked and seemingly crippled the German submarine U-333 in the Bay of Biscay. Marriott was awarded the DSO for his “great courage, skill and determination in a successful submarine patrol.” In 1944 Graph had to be withdrawn from service due to maintenance problems.

         Martin Johnson remained in the RNVR reaching the rank of Lt. Commander. In 1944 he transferred from the mine disposal unit to become an instructor at a school run by the RN for juvenile offenders on the Wirral known as Akbar – “the spiritual descendant of HMS Akbar, a reformatory ship for boys moored in the Mersey from 1862 onwards” according to The Daily Telegraph. In 1950 he became captain of the school and held the post until 1956 when the facility was closed by the government. As compensation he was offered the role of senior instructor at the National Nautical School in Portishead, near Bristol, remaining there for 18 years until he retired in 1974. “My father looked back fondly to his time at Pangbourne and proudly wore his OP tie,” his son Johnny informed the OP Society on his father’s death in 2004 aged 93. “He encouraged and supported his family through all life’s adventures, swapping stories through his Woodbine smoke. His house rang with the laughter of friends. He loved poetry, Greek dancing, ballet, sea shanties and boogie woogie. His tangible enthusiasm and love of life were matched by his humour and his faith and touched all who knew him. During his last days he told me he believed he had done his duty and had had a wonderful run. He was at peace.”
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         23Less is known about the other George Medal recipient. Philip Raymond Charles Evans (31–34) was born in Edinburgh, the son of a Welsh doctor and a French mother. He arrived at the Nautical College in 1931 as a 14-year-old, remaining for three years and leaving from the Fifth Form for “Civil Life” as The Log put it. He had decided to follow in his father’s footsteps, and entered Guy’s Hospital, qualifying in 1942. The same year he joined the Royal Navy as a temporary surgeon lieutenant RNVR.

         In 1943 Evans was serving in HMS Wivern, an aging destroyer based in Gibraltar and deployed on Mediterranean escort duty. On February 22 it came to the aid of a Canadian corvette HMCS Weyburn which had struck a mine and was sinking stern first off Cape Espartel with the loss of her commanding officer and 12 crew. As Wivern was rescuing survivors, 20 depth charges from the disappearing Weyburn detonated, severely damaging Wivern. A press report at the time stated: “Evans was helping survivors aboard the destroyer when the corvette sank and an under-water explosion snapped both his legs below the knee. He was carried round the decks and the wardroom for 14 hours examining and directing the treatment of the wounded” and even amputating a wounded man’s leg before being stretchered off to hospital himself. For his courageous devotion to duty, Evans was awarded the George Medal.

         Philip Evans was to suffer from his wounds for the rest of his life. In hospital, where he was sketched by one of the Admiralty’s official war artists, William Dring, he developed a chronic infection (recurrent osteomyelitis) in both his ankle bones which led to him being invalided out of the Navy and one of his legs being amputated below the knee. He rarely complained of his fate. Post-war, he worked for three years as a medical registrar at Guy’s Hospital, qualifying as a research doctor and member of the Royal College of Physicians (RCP). In the early 1950s he moved to North Wales and became a consultant physician in the Wrexham Group of Hospitals until his retirement in 1979. He died in 1984.

         An obituary written by a colleague and published by the RCP stated: “Evans’ temperament was mercurial which was not perhaps surprising in view of his mixed French and Welsh blood. He could be devastatingly comic on occasion and full of gaiety. But, at times, he suffered from periods of depression, though this was known only to his close friends. He bore the burden of recurrent foot infection for many years with little complaint, even though it meant that nearly every form of sport and active recreation was denied him. At one time he was a keen yachtsman; and he always enjoyed the gastronomic delights of France on his regular visits to the family house in the Haute Loire. Kindly, shrewd and wholly lacking in conceit, Evans was much loved as a physician and well deserved the devotion and regard he received from a wide circle of friends.”

         
            1 Brig. Sir John Smythe “The George Cross”
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            “A NEW KIND OF SAILOR”: THE DESTROYER COMMANDERS

            
               [image: ]

            

         

         By the outbreak of the Second World War in 1939 many of the Old Pangbournians who had been at the Nautical College in the 1920s and the 1930s and entered the Royal Navy were in their late-twenties or early thirties – qualified and eager to captain a ship. The result was an abundance of OP destroyer and submarine commanders during the war, many of whom survived and fought throughout the conflict and became respected and decorated Captains or Commanders in the process.

         
             

         

         Both destroyers and submarines had played a significant, but lesser, role in the First World War. During the 1939–45 conflict they assumed real importance in the global conflict at sea, as battleships and cruisers began to be overtaken by technological advances and waned in importance, whereas aircraft carriers and air capability at sea, in particular, evolved rapidly – and protecting merchant ship convoys became crucial to the UK’s survival. In this chapter, the emphasis is on destroyers and their commanders. A subsequent chapter will focus on submarines. At the beginning of the conflict, the Royal Navy had about 180 destroyers in commission. Of these, 110 were designated as fleet destroyers and 70 were convoy escort destroyers. The former, epitomised by the ‘D’ class which began to be built in 1928–29, were around 1,400 tons, had a top speed of 36 knots and a range of nearly 6,000 miles. They were equipped with 4.7-inch guns, some anti-aircraft guns, eight torpedo tubes and depth charges and a crew of about 145 men. The latter, such as the ‘Hunt’ class which was built between 1939–43, were smaller – 25around 1,000 tons with a top speed of 27 knots and crews of 160 – and equipped with more depth charges but fewer guns and no torpedoes. Their primary role was to protect convoys against enemy submarine and air attacks.

         During the 1930s fleet destroyers evolved. By 1939 the newest weighed in at 1,900 tons, had a range of 5,800 nautical miles, carried a crew of 190 and was far more heavily armed than its escort cousin. Mostly, these destroyers were regarded as key elements in anti-submarine warfare and the flank protection of major warships such as battleships and cruisers. Vessels of both types could be used, too, to attack enemy naval and merchant ships, deliver shore bombardments and act as troop and supply transports. A rapid build-up of the destroyer force began in 1936–37 but not until 1943 did the Royal Navy begin to feel that it had enough of these ships, and the right mix, to wage the sort of aggressive war at sea that might speed the path to victory.

         Events were to show that the human side of this expansion mattered every bit as much as the material. The essence of destroyer command, be it of a fleet or escort vessel, then or now, is aggression – to seek out the enemy and attack. Commanding such exposed, relatively lightly armed, cramped little ships was not for the faint-hearted. Strong leadership and constant crew training proved to be crucial. By the early 1940s as many as eight out of ten of the men on board a majority of destroyers had never been to sea before, let alone served in a frontline ship under attack. Split second decision-making, and nerves of steel, became core requirements for the successful destroyer captain. Many ambitious, want-to-be commanders fell by the wayside under the intense pressure of battle and fatigue, and drop-outs were commonplace. A total of 389 British, Australian and Canadian destroyers took part in the conflict. About 153 of these ships – around 40 per cent – were sunk or damaged beyond repair by enemy action. Some 11,000 destroyer-crew lost their lives. It was a hazardous, often brutal existence. “Life in destroyers of the Royal Navy was hard, made worse by their operational theatres,” wrote M.J. Whitley in Destroyers of World War Two – and it was hardest of all for their commanders.
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         Perhaps the most revealing account of the pressures exerted on a 1939–45 destroyer captain ever published is that by Lt. Commander Roger Hill (23–27) who went into the R.N. direct from Pangbourne and was awarded a DSO and DSC during the war as well as being Mentioned in Despatches. In his candid memoir, Destroyer Captain, published two decades after the end of the fighting, he observed self-disparagingly: “The captain of a destroyer in World War 2 was a think-box into which radar, radio and sight reports were fed, and out of which were triggered response orders some of which were considered decisions and some wild guesses. Mine were lucky.” He 26was damning himself with faint praise yet, in his own eyes, Hill always was the outsider struggling to prove himself and never part of the naval “family.” As he put it: “I leaned over backwards to avoid the least impression of flattery.” Mostly going his own slightly rebellious way, and occasionally questioning orders, while always longing for recognition and promotion, over the years he must have rubbed dozens of stuffy naval noses out of joint. But his crews backed him to the hilt, regarding him as a ‘lucky’ skipper, and many of his more far-sighted superiors recognised his outstanding flair, bravery and fighting abilities.

         Admiral of the Fleet Sir Philip Vian – not exactly a man over-fond of praising subordinates – once wrote of Hill that his “intrepidity and resource seemed to have no limit.” This was certainly true of his record in the crucial 1942–44 period. Ultimately, the war made Roger Hill but it broke him too. Subsequently, he found it hard to settle down to peacetime realities, his unhappy first marriage dissolved and he was unable to find a job. “The English post-war world had no use for damaged destroyer captains,” he observed with some bitterness 20 years after 1945. So, in the mid-1960s with his second wife and two young children, he emigrated to New Zealand, became a dock labourer at a wharf in Nelson on the South Island (it was during this period that he composed his memoir) before teaching navigation in Nelson and farming nearby.

         Hill’s first taste of destroyer life had occurred in 1935–37 in HMS Electra when the ship was put on a war footing in Alexandria and the Mediterranean for more than two years following the Italian invasion of Abyssinia and the outbreak of the Spanish civil war. His commander gave his opinion that Hill “needed the discipline of a big ship,” so he was moved to the battleship HMS Hood. He duly hated big ship life, engineered a transfer to the cruiser HMS Penelope and found himself leading naval shore patrols in Palestine to help the British Army suppress an Arab revolt. Even when the Second World War began his goal of a “small command” seemed elusive. First, he was posted as a Lieutenant to an armed minesweeping trawler for five months and afterwards to a converted Admiralty yacht, the sloop HMS Enchantress, for a grim, slogging year of transatlantic convoy duty. At last, at the end of 1941 and still a Lieutenant after 14 years in the R.N., he was unexpectedly promoted to Lt. Commander and given a command – a new destroyer called HMS Ledbury, at the time being fitted out in Southampton. “It had been a long wait,” he recalled with feeling.

         It was as captain of Ledbury that Hill made his name as one of the Royal Navy’s boldest and most imaginative destroyer commanders – in effect, the start of what his obituary in the Daily Telegraph was to describe in 2001 as “his exemplary 27service” during the Second World War. In Ledbury he was to take part in three Arctic convoys, play a leading role in Operation Pedestal to Malta, support the Allied landings at Anzio in Italy and the D-Day landings in France, and be congratulated personally by the prime minister, Winston Churchill, in a rare and much coveted ‘Well done’ signal.

         Ledbury was a typical ‘Hunt’ class destroyer weighing in at 1,050 tons. It was armed with three twin 4-inch standard naval anti-aircraft/dual-purpose guns (known colloquially as ‘Pip’, ‘Squeak’ and ‘Wilfred’ by the crew), a four-barrelled anti-aircraft pom-pom gun, two anti-aircraft Oerlikon guns and 110 depth charges. Its top speed was 25 knots, it had a theoretical range of 3,600 nautical miles and a crew of 164 men. Three months after commissioning, Ledbury was given its first active assignment escorting ships taking part in perilous supply convoys to the Soviet Union – “a naval operation that was strategically and tactically unsound” in Hill’s characteristically robust assessment. “The political requirement (to aid Stalin) was predominant.”

         These convoys, usually consisting of 20–30 merchant ships plus a dozen escorting RN vessels – had to get from Scotland or Iceland north of Bear Island (400 kms north of the German-occupied Norwegian coast) to Archangel or Murmansk without the benefit of air cover or any friendly nearby bases. In contrast, the Germans could call on adjacent airfields, submarine bases and safe anchorages for their largest surface ships such as the battleship Tirpitz. Arctic pack ice usually prevented the convoys steering very far north. Along the favoured route through the Barents Sea conditions were dreadful in winter as high winds whipped up the water which broke over the bows of the destroyers and froze, covering the decks with ice a foot thick. Clothes worn on the bridge often had to be chipped off below deck, there could be no rescue for anyone who fell into the sea and the longer trips lasted the more crews were prone to strange neuroses. Three ‘T’s’ – Tiredness, Tension and Terror – became as much a danger to the men as the enemy. Winston Churchill unblinkingly described the passage as “the worst journey in the world.” One hundred ships were sunk on these convoys between 1941–45, 3,000 men lost their lives but four million tons of supplies were delivered to the USSR. For decades after, Moscow ignored this Allied contribution, but in 2014 attitudes softened and the Russian ambassador in London wrote to all veterans of the convoys still alive stating: “Your deeds will continue to serve as the supreme expression of bravery and a high point in human spirit.”

         Each convoy – designated PQ if Russia-bound or QP for empty convoys returning to the UK – had to be protected by one or two battleships or aircraft 28carriers and a destroyer screen. The first two convoys Hill escorted, PQ15 and PQ16, proved relatively uneventful. Ledbury’s job was to accompany fleet tankers for the first week or so of the convoys, on the second occasion leaving the convoy to steam on to Russia just as a German bombing attack was beginning – “We felt like children being sent to bed after tea and not allowed to play grown-up games,” Hill observed in his book. His third, the infamous PQ17 convoy in June/July 1942 – was to leave a lasting scar on Hill’s psyche. This time Ledbury was to escort the merchant ships all the way to Archangel, refuelling en route.

         Convoy PQ17 turned out to be the largest to Russia to that date consisting of 34 freighters carrying enough weaponry for an army of 50,000 including 500 crated aircraft and 300 tanks, shielded by 21 British and American navy vessels including six destroyers. Northeast of Iceland, the ships were spotted by German aircraft. By the start of July, they were being shadowed by packs of German submarines; one day Hill saw seven on the surface. The next day, July 4, 26 Heinkel HE 111s attacked. “They came at us like a cavalry charge and came so hard and fast they could not turn away,” Hill remembered. The attack was beaten off. In Ledbury, jubilation quickly turned to sour despondency. The convoy at its very moment of success had received the first of three confusing orders from the Admiralty in London to ‘scatter.’

         This was a decision taken by the senior officer in the Royal Navy, Admiral of the Fleet Sir Dudley Pound, who feared that the Tirpitz and her two heavy battle cruiser companions were steaming out to destroy every vessel in the Allied convoy. It proved not to be the case. A terrible error of judgement had occurred. Only gradually was the depressing order understood in Ledbury – “We were abandoning the convoy and running away,” Hill wrote unsparingly in Destroyer Captain. “I can never forget how they (merchant ships’ crews) cheered us as we moved out at full speed to the attack” when the Heinkels had come in. “It has haunted me ever since that we left them to be destroyed.” More than 40 years later, in an interview in 1996, Hill was still appalled. “It was really terrible. Even now I have never got over it. It was simply awful.” Altogether, 23 of the merchant ships in the now-unescorted and highly vulnerable convoy were sunk, 190 men on them lost their lives and untold tons of vital military equipment sank into a freezing, watery grave.

         On the way back to Scotland, Ledbury got lost in fog and icebergs and Hill toyed with the idea 29of turning around and returning to the convoy. “But discipline is strong and our orders were clear.” And Ledbury was short of fuel. Days after, the ship made it back to Scapa Flow where the admiral in charge of destroyers summoned Hill and the other destroyer captains to his cabin to demand to know why they had left the convoy. One of them replied quietly that they had received an order, turned on his heel and filed out pursued by his angry colleagues – so averting an “explosion.” Next day Hill cleared the lower deck, congratulated the whole ship on its performance (three enemy planes had been shot down by Ledbury) and said that he thought the Admiralty had made “a complete balzup (sic).” Soon after Hill was dealing with incidents onshore as several of his crew got into fights with Americans who accused the British of cowardice. His commanding officer on PQ17, Captain Jack Broome reckoned: “After PQ17 he (Hill) had little faith in the shore staff who directed operations at sea. He was part rebel: in another age he would have made an excellent – if humane – pirate.”

         Disagreements with by-the-book shore staff do, indeed, crop up throughout Hill’s career – one reason, perhaps, that it took him so long to advance in the rule-bound Royal Navy. On this occasion, he was given no time to ponder. Within three weeks “after the usual unsatisfactory leave,” Ledbury was ordered to accompany a convoy to Gibraltar at the end of July and there to join a vital convoy to Malta – WS21S, known as Operation Pedestal and the most famous convoy of the war. “At least ten Old Pangbournians are thought to have taken part.” Carrying vital supplies, it represented the last chance for the besieged island which was close to running out of fuel, food and ammunition. Surrender, after months of intense, unrelenting Axis bombing, was reckoned to be less than a month away. In early August, 13 merchant ships and, crucially, an American-built but British-crewed oil tanker called Ohio, set out. To protect the group, the RN assembled an unprecedented array of vessels – two battleships, three aircraft carriers, seven cruisers, seven submarines and 32 destroyers – by far the largest escort force ever. Very quickly, it was spotted.

         For the next six days the convoy was subjected to relentless, near-continuous attack by German and Italian aircraft, submarines and E-boats (fast attack craft). Within two days the convoy was depleted badly and short of air cover after the sinking of one aircraft carrier, the damaging of another and the withdrawal of both battleships. Emotions ran high. Throughout the war, the question of whether or not to rescue enemy personnel from the sea caused trouble, on both sides. In the midst of this life-and-death battle Hill spotted a parachute coming down near Ledbury. In an interview, reprinted in Lost Voice of the Royal Navy, he described what happened next. “I thought ‘Blimey, that might be Red Leader’ (an FAA 30pilot) so I rushed over to pick him up. I hung over the side and said to my first lieutenant ‘What is he, Jimmy?’ and he said, ‘A fucking Hun, sir. Three more parachutes coming down to starboard.’ ‘Let them go to hell,’ I replied. That evening our troubles really started.” An all-night attack by wave after wave of Ju88 dive-bombers and torpedo aircraft ensued. Hill responded by taking Ledbury to the head of the column to find a better place to fire back. “For a few desperate moments we were the only protection for the merchant ships.”

         Not long after, the steering gear on Ohio was hit by a torpedo and the tanker swerved away from the convoy. Hill was ordered to get it back in line. After hours of inspired but highly dangerous improvisation, he succeeded. Of this testing day and night, he wrote: “What do you think? … Before you sail, waking in the dark in your cabin and alone, you are scared stiff. And after it (a battle) is all over, you have, probably, a bad reaction. But during it, with all the things to attend to on the bridge, all your young men around you and dependent on you…you never think anything will happen to you.” Nearing Malta, in Hill’s words, Ledbury came under the “mother and father of an attack” by Ju88s. Close by Ledbury, the freighter Waimarama carrying petrol cans and explosives blew up after being hit by a stick of bombs. The flames blazed hundreds of feet in the air and the sea was on fire as far as the eye could see. Ledbury sailed through the inferno to rescue 44 men from Waimarama as yet another German torpedo plane attacked. Such was the intensity of the blaze that Hill, leaning over the side of the destroyer to help pluck individuals from the sea with ropes, held on to his beard for fear of it catching fire.

         By now acutely short of fuel, 30 miles behind the convoy but less than a hundred miles from Malta’s Grand Harbour, Ledbury hurried back to join what was left of the convoy. When it got there, another day and night of aerial bombardment was endured; Ohio, disabled and still drifting left, had to be towed and prodded along at two knots by three destroyers including Ledbury. Nine Ju87s attacked but finally the Grand Harbour loomed and a tug miraculously appeared to take over. By that stage the doctor on board Ledbury was handing out Benzedrine pills to the dog-tired crew, including Hill. Thousands of cheering men and women on the island turned out to greet the incoming vessels. “The sense of achievement, the relief of having brought her (Ohio) there after so much striving, to have no casualties amongst my own people and, perhaps above all, the knowledge that the ship (Ledbury) would be secured and I could sleep and sleep” overwhelmed Hill. Awarded an immediate DSO, he expected to be promoted to Commander “in due course.” It was not to be.

         By this stage, on his own admission, Hill was “irritable and inconsiderate and prone to irrational outbursts.” From Malta, Ledbury was ordered back to its home 31port of Portsmouth to be repaired. On the way, Hill had a row in Gibraltar with a Staff officer who had failed to make arrangements for Ledbury’s wounded to be disembarked. In Portsmouth he was told by “a gentleman in a dirty overall suit with a cigarette out of his mouth” that the ship must go to Hull. “This seemed to be to be the last straw,” he remembered. Putting on his blue uniform and not stopping to think, he barged in to the Commander-in-Chief’s cabin. The Admiral heard him out sympathetically. The Chief of Staff was not so well disposed and bawled him out, calling him “a young puppy…Who the hell do think you are going over my head?” Next morning, Ledbury sailed for Hull. Hill had made matters worse by putting in a claim for salvage of the Ohio; eventually he received £19. 18s. 4d.

         Since Ledbury left Malta, Hill had been in what he called “a bad state of nerves.” He realized that after seven years’ service on a continuous war footing in a variety of ships and circumstances, he had to leave Ledbury and take a rest. “I think it was the most bitter and difficult decision that I ever made. There is no ship like your first command,” he wrote, tellingly, in his memoir. Whether the break did any good is moot. After another unhappy leave at home near Reading and a short recuperative spell as an instructor at a shore-based training establishment, he was appointed to command a new home-based destroyer Grenville – bigger and faster than Ledbury, armed with eight torpedoes. Grenville, it turned out, had been assigned to night-time blockade-enforcing duties in the English Channel and the Bay of Biscay, sailing from a base in Plymouth. Several dangerous actions occurred in mid-1943 including a “close fight” with five German destroyers, a scary encounter with a new type of controlled bomb, the sinking of a submarine which Grenville detected edging through the Bay of Biscay and numerous high-risk night-time patrols deep in enemy waters. For his success in sinking the U-boat, Hill was awarded a DSC. Still, there was no promotion. A Lt. Commander he remained.

         At this point, Grenville was now sent to the Mediterranean. Hill, though, was cracking up, existing on sleeping pills and whisky and becoming increasingly superstitious. “The only real rest a destroyer captain received was when his ship was sunk or destroyed,” he recalled. Biting the bullet, in December 1943 he requested ten days’ leave in Gibraltar. It made no difference. Re-joining Grenville he patrolled the Adriatic and took part in the Anzio Landings. The following February he was moved to command another destroyer, Jervis, which had had 25 feet of its bow blown off at Anzio by a glider bomb. In Jervis Hill was to take part in D-Day – one of 45 destroyers involved – covering assault ships, bombarding targets and protecting the flanks of invading troops. He was Mentioned in Despatches. It was very hard-earned recognition. 32

         For the destroyers, the Allied invasion of Europe proved to be anything but straightforward. At first all went well from a naval point of view. But soon after the landings German aircraft appeared and began dropping a new type of mine into the sea and around the invasion fleet. Much damage was sustained, and in one ten-day period in early July 118 mines exploded close to Jervis, each one potentially lethal. Meantime, the longer Jervis was required to trundle back and forth across the Channel collecting fuel and ammunition, the more trouble there was on board as crew members collapsed in exhaustion. Soon after, Jervis was detached to join an American-led naval force patrolling between Cherbourg and the Channel Islands. On August 18, 1944 Roger Hill’s war effectively came to an end when Jervis led the capture of an isolated, rocky islet called Roches d’Oeuvres. At this point the ship’s turbine engines had had enough. A long refit in Belfast then took place. Roger Hill, too, was at the end of his tether and it was months before he recovered his strength. The Admiralty had received no reports on him from his immediate superior in his four years as a commanding officer, while Vian’s assessment may not have reached London. Hill was given the recuperative command of a shore-based naval air station. One day, travelling in an ambulance, he was involved in a traffic accident and suffered a serious head injury. After six months in hospital, he was invalided out of the Royal Navy at the end of July 1946.

         When he wrote his memoir Destroyer Captain in the mid-1960s Hill did it mainly for his “own relief” and for the benefit of his six children. He made few references to his own bravery or pugnacity or abilities – rather the opposite if anything. Instead, he straightforwardly and “without hindsight” tried “to show what our young men can achieve and endure in wartime.” The average age in Grenville was twenty-four. Fewer than one in five had been to sea before. Hill rose to the challenge and proved to be an inspired captain of his ships, respected, trusted and admired by all who sailed with him, if not by so many of his superiors. After his death in 2001 in New Zealand, his ashes were scattered in the sea off Malta

         
            
[image: ]Aubrey St. Clair Ford.

            

         

         One destroyer captain who, perhaps, squared this circle rather better than Hill was Aubrey St. Clair Ford (17–18), one of the original entrants to the Nautical College in 1917 and the teenage offspring of a real “naval family.” Four St. Clair Fords have gone to Pangbourne and many more have served in the Royal Navy. Aubrey’s brother Drummond was killed at sea in 1942 when 33Traveller, the submarine he was commanding, was sunk in the Mediterranean (see Chapter 10). Retiring from the RN with the rank of Captain, Aubrey’s naval career lasted 37 years. During this period, he was awarded the DSO twice and was Mentioned in Despatches four times including twice during the 1950–53 Korean war when he commanded the light cruiser Belfast. After the Second World War he became the 6th Baronet of Ember Court.

         St. Clair Ford’s 1939–45 war was defined by his three years from 1939–42 commanding a destroyer called Kipling – “a famous and gallant little ship” according to Admiral Sir Philip Vian. In particular, three memorable events stand out – rescuing Lord Louis Mountbatten from the sea in May 1941 after Mountbatten’s ship, Kelly, was sunk by a German Stuka aircraft off Crete; single-handedly running down a U-boat, U-75, off Mersa Matruh; and being sent on what amounted to a suicide mission in May 1942, with three other destroyers and no air cover, to intercept a large and better-armed Italian convoy conveying troops, weapons and supplies to north Africa.

         After the war a Lieutenant in Kipling, N.B. Robinson, who served throughout with St. Clair Ford, gave a lecture about the destroyer. In it, he described how, off Crete, St. Clair Ford “wriggled his ship through more than 40 air attacks (47 to be precise, lasting three hours) at times almost disappearing under columns of water” to rescue survivors from Kelly and a sister destroyer Kashmir. “Every time Kipling slowed or stopped to pick up survivors, she was a sitting target for the dive bombers” noted Ewart Brookes in his book Destroyer. This was “the finest performance Kipling ever put up” according to Robinson. Mountbatten was duly grateful and never forgot his rescue. Kipling’s return to port after the battle was delayed by damage to the hull and she was presumed lost. When the ship belatedly limped in to Alexandria, crammed to the gunwales with 285 survivors from Kelly and Kashmir, “the whole Mediterranean fleet lined decks and shouted and bellowed themselves hoarse as the hero of the hour nosed its way in to the harbour.” St. Clair Ford was awarded a DSO “for inspiring leadership and great skill in handling his ship.”

         A year on, at dusk one evening off Benghazi in Libya, there was to be no escape. German aircraft sighted the four-destroyer British force very quickly. Although the ships tried to escape, reversed course and “tore on at 30 knots praying for darkness…before dark we were found by two waves of 31 German Ju88 bombers based on Crete” in Robinson’s words. The aircraft attacked in relays and Kipling was hit by three bombs and after ten minutes heeled over and broke in half. Two of the other destroyers were hit and sunk as well. The fourth, Jervis, picked up 34650 survivors from the three ships including St. Clair Ford and 220 others from Kipling’s 250-strong crew after they had spent four hours in the water. The ship’s company’s “fine bearing and behaviour in the water whilst being picked up spoke eloquently of the spirit with which they were imbued and reflected great credit on him” (St. Clair Ford) stated the Citation for this Mention in Despatches.

         By that final moment Kipling, and St. Clair Ford, had taken part in almost non-stop action for three years starting with a bombardment of an airfield at Stavanger in Norway in April 1940. That autumn, Kipling was part of the destroyer raid on Cherbourg in 1940 intended to destroy German invasion barges. This was followed in July 1941 by repeat runs under sustained enemy air attack to supply the besieged Allied garrison at Tobruk, taking part in both the first and second Battles of Sirte with the Italian navy in December 1941 and March 1942, and the isolation and sinking of U-75 off Mersa Matruh, Egypt at the end of 1941 – Winston Churchill sent a personal ‘Well done” message to St. Clair Ford on that occasion and another DSO resulted. Kipling, moreover, is credited with destroying at least half a dozen Axis Ju88s bombers whilst on convoy escort duties to Malta where the ship’s company sometimes had to sleep in caves onshore to avoid the ceaseless Axis air attacks.

         St. Clair Ford – “a round and jolly man with a high colour in his face, so that he was widely known by a nickname ‘Aubrey Strawberry’” according to a colleague – in retirement wrote a 90-page account of his war which is preserved in barely-readable microfilm in the Imperial War Museum. It is notably modest in tone, but realistic and occasionally dramatic. St. Clair Ford always had a strong bond to his ship – “extremely handsome and practical” – and soon after taking command made contact with the Kipling Society and instituted a “very potent Kipling Cocktail” in the wardroom. “We were all terribly shaken” by the loss of Kelly and Kashmir, he wrote, and it was Kipling’s “stupendous good fortune” to make it back to Alexandria with five large gashes in her hull and her “sharp stem” six feet under water. On the sinking of U-75, he recalled, in particular, the submarine’s “gallant commander (Helmuth Ringelmann) standing on the top of the conning tower after his crew had got on the casing of the upper deck and, still under heavy fire from Kipling’s guns, calling for three cheers for U-75 before ordering ‘Abandon Ship.’ Just after this, Ringelmann was killed by Kipling’s gunfire.”

         As for Kipling’s denouement on May 11, 1942, St Clair Ford makes it clear, without being overly critical, that the plan to attack an enemy convoy moving to Benghazi was always risky in the extreme. In the event, the RN destroyers never had a chance, being attacked repeatedly by waves of Ju88s bombers over several hours’ 35duration. When Kipling was hit, St. Clair Ford wrote that he had time to call for three cheers for the ship before he “slipped into the water,” joined other survivors 40 yards behind the stern of his sinking vessel and watched as it plunged vertically to the ocean bed. He was then picked up by Jervis. “This is the story of one particular ship,” he adds at the end of his account, “but it is also, in all its detail, the story of most destroyers in war time.”
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         ‘Bill’ W.A.F. Hawkins (21–25), too, saw much action during the Second World War and was awarded the DSO, OBE and DSC and Bar. Aged 31 when he took command of the destroyer Sardonyx in 1939, he served throughout the conflict, retiring from the RN as a Captain in 1958. At the end of 1939 he took command of Winchelsea, one of the World War One hold-over destroyers still in naval service. In the thick of the evacuation at Dunkirk, Hawkins made seven trips to the beaches and rescued more than 2,000 soldiers despite relentless attacks by enemy dive bombers. He received his first DSC. At the end of 1940 and early in 1941, in terrible weather, Winchelsea rescued 130 men from four British merchant ships sunk in three German submarine attacks on Atlantic convoys as well as towing a damaged ship, Leeds Castle, 1,000 miles back to harbour in what the Daily Telegraph described as “an epic feat of seamanship.” Hawkins received the OBE in recognition.

         Through 1942 he commanded a new destroyer, Partridge, in the Mediterranean. That June he was part of ‘Operation Harpoon,’ a screening convoy codenamed WS19Z to Malta. After a ferocious encounter with a larger Italian force, Partridge survived thanks to her captain’s “violent manoeuvring” and reached Gibraltar. Hawkins acquired both a nickname, ‘Hardover Hawkins,’ and a DSO. Six months on, Partridge was on an anti-submarine sweep southwest of Oran, Algeria, when she was torpedoed, broke in half and sank in a few moments. Thirty-eight men out of the 211-strong crew lost their lives but Hawkins was one of those picked up by another RN destroyer after two hours in the water. The loss of his ship, stated an obituary in 1989, was “an emotional blow from which he never really recovered.”

         True or not, in 1943 he was given temporary command of the cruiser Belfast, today a museum ship moored on the Thames in London. At the end of that year, Belfast was part of a nine-ship flotilla despatched by the Admiralty to intercept the German battlecruiser Scharnhorst and its five protecting destroyers which had left a base in northern Norway 36to attack an Allied Arctic convoy. Quickly ordered to scurry back to base once British intentions became clear, Scharnhorst was radar-detected by Belfast. After an eight-hour cat-and-mouse chase, battle was joined in near-darkness at 5:00pm. Nearly three hours went by before Scharnhorst, crippled by accurate gunfire and torpedoes, ground to a halt. Belfast was ordered to finish her off with torpedoes but before it could do so the battlecruiser exploded and sank, killing nearly 2,000 German sailors. Hawkins was awarded a bar to his DSC. He ended his war in a fifth destroyer, Whirlwind, as part of the British Pacific Fleet and participated in several bombardments of Japanese-held oil refineries in Sumatra.
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         Jack Bitmead (33–36) fits into a different mould – a man who unhesitatingly rose to the occasion in a life-or-death situation, at a very young age. At Pangbourne, which he left for the Royal Navy in 1936, he had excelled in most areas and showed real leadership potential, being Chief of Hesperus division in his final year and runner-up for the King’s Gold Medal. In the Navy he always seemed marked out for high rank. Promoted to Lieutenant in 1940, he had first shown outstanding bravery when serving in the destroyer Broke as navigating officer. Broke had been diverted to Brittany that June to help evacuate some 215,000 Allied troops trapped in north western France after the Dunkirk evacuation. The ship’s initial role was to support the demolition of harbour installations at Brest by French forces and to get them out afterwards. This achieved, Broke sailed south and helped to rescue more than 20,000 Polish Free Forces troops trapped in St. Nazaire. Bitmead played a leading role in the evacuation and was awarded the Polish Krzyz Walecznych (Cross of Valour).
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