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FOREWORD





By
Admiral Sir Jock Slater GCB, LVO
Former First Sea Lord and Chief of the Naval Staff


‘The British Battle Fleet is like the queen on the chessboard; it may remain at the base but it still dominates the game.’ Admiral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield must surely have had the great Fleet anchorage in Scapa Flow uppermost in his mind when he wrote those words. The life span of the Flow as a naval base has been relatively short but extremely full. Twice this century Scapa Flow has played a key role in the struggle for supremacy at sea.


The defences of a naval base are seldom given high priority in peacetime and Scapa Flow was no exception. The Grand Fleet found its principal base dangerously vulnerable in 1914. Twenty-five years later, Scapa Flow again became the Home Fleet’s main base, a vital anchorage ill-defended against both submarine and air attack. While the deficiencies were being made good, we cannot but be inspired by the determined struggle to protect the harbour and its ships. Bill Hewison paints a vivid picture from his own and others’ personal experience.


Orkney was not only home for the ships but it was also home for the thousands of men and women who have served both afloat and ashore there over the years. Some will remember the months and years spent in the North with long spells at sea, often in terrible weather and with infrequent clashes with the enemy. Others will recollect the day and night tactical manoeuvres, screening the Battle Fleet, and others the torpedo, gunnery and anti-submarine exercises and, of course, the interminable harbour drills. All will have carried away striking impressions of this dramatic, wild and land-locked anchorage and memories of the friendliness and kindness of the Orkney people.


Although the Royal Navy has now left Scapa Flow, the famous anchorage remains, proud of the part it has played in our history. Our maritime expertise and experience still give us a unique role in the North Atlantic Alliance; but modern naval warfare, with its computer technology and advanced weapons and sensors, together with its integrated afloat support, bears little resemblance to that of half a century ago. Moreover, the trials and tribulations of this uncertain and unstable world call nowadays for our Armed Forces, not least the Royal Navy, to operate far from home often in co-operation with our friends and allies.


The Royal Navy values highly its tradition and Scapa Flow is part of that tradition. As a naval officer of the new generation and particularly proud of my Orcadian connections, I am delighted to be associated with the reprint of this book. Bill Hewison has written an authoritative and comprehensive story of This Great Harbour. It will bring back many memories to those who have lived or been based there. People worldwide know of Scapa Flow; this book will give them a fascinating insight into its distinguished history.


Jock Slater
Ministry of Defence London














PROLOGUE





No aspect of Orkney is so familiar in the public mind, at home or abroad, as Scapa Flow. For close on a century-and-a-half hundreds of thousands of British, Commonwealth, American and now NATO Servicemen and women have enjoyed, or endured, its hospitality and shelter not only from stress of weather, wind and tide but from the even greater ferocity of man-made attack.


Orcadians themselves, of course, know it well with so many of them living on or near its shores. Many of them, indeed, played an active part in its defence, for in two world wars – three if you count the Napoleonic conflict – this land-locked sheet of sheltered water embraced by Orkney’s South Isles has been the strategic base for the Royal Navy when it confronted hostile European, and even on one occasion, trans-Atlantic powers. And on all three occasions it has been quite unprepared for that role when war actually broke out, its main defences being completed each time only when the main danger had passed; an indictment of Britain’s national strategic planning, no doubt, but the Flow itself has a proud record of achievement.


Many historic events have taken place on its waters, and not all of them warlike. It has, for instance, many ‘firsts’ to its credit – the first aeroplane to make a successful landing on an aircraft carrier under way, for example; the first enemy bomber to be shot down by anti-aircraft guns in Britain in World War II, and the first enemy bomb to explode on British soil in that same war and almost at the same time. Unhappily, too, there was the first civilian to be killed in Britain by enemy bombing in the Second War. Between the wars it saw the greatest salvage operation of all time in the raising of the German Fleet scuttled there in 1919 – in itself an unprecedented instance of naval self-immolation.


Through the centuries it has seen the kings and heroes and villains too, come and go across its waters; great fleets have sailed from it to do battle, and even more sinister and dangerous fleets have attacked it from the air. But in the long periods of peace between these warlike irruptions it has provided shelter for fishing fleets and a livelihood for those who lived round its shores, and it has even been a launching-pad for early attempts to fly the Atlantic.


It is, however, mainly as a naval base that it is remembered outside Orkney; but how much is known generally about its selection to play this important part in British affairs? How did it evolve and how, when the wars were ‘all over’, was its guard allowed to drop?


When it was first suggested that I might write a book about Scapa Flow my reply was what I suspect would have been that of most Orcadians of my generation – ‘Write a book about Scapa Flow? But everybody knows all about Scapa Flow already.’


But did they? The more I thought about it the less I found I knew – and I had served on its defences at the beginning of World War II, and members of my family had been on these same defences in the First War, often in the self-same batteries. Conversations with some of my contemporaries and even more with members of generations too young to know anything directly about the war convinced me that there were many gaps in our knowledge of what had actually happened in our own great harbour – even among those of us who were there at the time. It seemed there was, indeed, a place for a history of Scapa Flow not only to remind the wartime generation of what they had experienced but to let their children, grandchildren and great-grandchildren know what their forbears had been doing in the wars, along with the many thousands from outside the islands who came to defend the Scapa Base and the ships which sought safety and protection in it.


Quite a few books have been written about isolated events in or near the Flow such as the sinking of the Royal Oak or the loss of the Hampshire off Birsay, but these have not provided an overall connected picture of the vital part it has played in our naval history. Then again individuals, myself among them, remember various incidents or happenings on the defences, but again they are largely unconnected and we are getting thinner on the ground, while there are very few indeed now who remember Scapa between 1914 and 1918. And with the passage of time human memory becomes less and less reliable, as I know from personal experience. It is not only Henry V’s soldiers before Agincourt who will remember the battle ‘with advantages’ – we all do it, but it does not make things easier when trying to discover what really happened. It is interesting that even estimates in Intelligence Reports and War Diaries of units round the Flow during the spring air-raids of 1940 can vary as much as from 14 attacking aircraft to 35 for one raid; similarly, newspaper reports at one point in the first year of the war suggested that there had already been over a hundred air-raid warnings in Orkney, whereas the total for the whole war was officially put at 65 by the Civil Defence authorities in 1945.


I have tried to use documented evidence from as near the time of an actual event as possible, and even so to try and find corroborative evidence to support it. For this I have found the reports of the two local newspapers to be of inestimable value, especially for the pre-1914 run-up-to-war period and again for the inter-war years, supplemented, of course, by the naval, military and official documents now available in the Public Record Office at Kew which were unknown to the newspapers of the time. The Admiralty and War Office records for the actual war years themselves are, of course, all-important, the newspapers being subject to war-time censorship.


A glance at the ‘Notes and References’ section of this book will show that I have leaned heavily on the files of The Orcadian for much of my local information, and for this I must thank the proprietor and the Editor, Mr James Miller, for the freedom of the newspaper’s file-room at all times. From my years on the editorial staff of The Orcadian I was, of course, already familiar with these files which is why they are so frequently quoted, but this is not to decry those of the sadly defunct Orkney Herald now held in the Orkney Archive of the County Library, which are equally valuable and as a rule provide the same basic information as that in The Orcadian for the same relevant dates. Orkney is indeed fortunate to have two such valuable sources of material for anyone researching the period from 1854 onwards.


And it is also fortunate in the excellent County Library under its former Chief Librarian, Mr David Tinch, who gave me much help and suggested new sources I might follow, but inevitably the main burden of my frequent importunities fell on the willing shoulders of the then Deputy Chief Librarian, Mr Bobby Leslie, who has now succeeded him and has been unfailingly encouraging and helpful towards my persistent requests, and what is even better, he has usually come up with the answers. I am most grateful to them both and also to the Archivist, Miss Alison Fraser, for her help in providing me with material such as the Minute Books of the local authorities, and plans of the Lyness base complex, while Mr Bryce Wilson, the County Museums Officer, kindly provided me with photographs from the Stromness Museum and from the Tankerness House Museum collections, now called The Orkney Museum, Tankerness House, as well as casting a professional eye over their selection and layout.


Members of the Royal family have been frequent visitors to Scapa and the Fleet in war and peace, one of them indeed, King George VI, serving in it as a naval officer in World War I. His father, George V, too, both as a naval officer and as Monarch was familiar with Orkney waters and, in fact, the title of this book comes from a suggestion he made after the First War that there should be a national memorial to those who gave their lives either in, or sailing from ‘this great harbour, Scapa Flow’. Throughout his life he kept a day-to-day diary now preserved in the Royal Archives at Windsor Castle and I wish to express thanks to Her Majesty The Queen for her gracious permission to quote extracts from it concerning his visits to Orkney.


In the early months of the war I had the privilege of serving in the same unit as Eric Linklater and no one could capture in words the ‘feel’ of Orkney at war better than he, so I was very indebted to the late Mrs Marjorie Linklater for permission to quote from his volume of essays, ‘The Art of Adventure’. I must also thank the late Mr James MacDonald for his help in letting me study the maps and other material in his excellent Orkney Wireless Museum which he established in first St Margaret’s Hope, and which is now housed at the Kiln Corner in Kirkwall.


I have also received great help from the Naval Historical Library and the Naval Historical Branch of the Ministry of Defence and I would like in particular to thank Mr A.J. Francis and Mr R.M. Coppock for their assistance.


Most of the prime source material for this book is in the Public Record Office at Kew and I am extremely grateful to the staff there also for the help and courtesy I received during my frequent visits, and this is also true of the Imperial War Museum in London, especially in the photographic prints department where Mr Michael Willis and Mr James Lucas were particularly helpful.


In this respect I am also very indebted to my cousin, Miss Brenda Smith, for her unstinting hospitality which meant that I was able to spend much longer periods of research in these two establishments than would otherwise have been possible. I was also fortunate in being able to write much of the first draft of the book in the Spanish home of my friends Brian and Judith Reason – it is much easier to write about the ‘cold, grey waters of Scapa Flow’ when the warm winter sun is glinting on the blue Mediterranean just down the road.


And then there are the countless people who during conversations have supplied me with material, or at least have pointed me in the right direction to find it for myself. Prominent among these, of course, have been former members of 226 HAA Battery (TA) which might almost be called ‘Kirkwall’s Own’, the Orkney Heavy Regiment RA (TA) and my own Orkney (Fortress) Company RE (T); but conversations with members of the Services from outside Orkney have also been very useful, as have those with people outside the Forces altogether but who have spent their lives within sight of the Flow and who in the course of a chat have ‘minded on’. To them I am deeply grateful, for this is really the story of Scapa Flow as seen from the Orcadian point of view, although I hope it will also be of interest outside the islands.


And since the publication of the earlier editions of this book there has been a very important development concerning the recording of the actual defence structures established around Scapa Flow and Orkney generally during both world wars. This is part of the Defence of Britain Project initiated by the Department of National Heritage in 1995 covering the whole of the British Isles. Since 1996 the survey of Orkney for this Project has been undertaken by the Royal Commission on the Ancient and Historical Monuments of Scotland (RCAHMS) which has had a team of experts in Orkney headed by the Commission’s Chief Architect, Geoffrey Stell. Most of their survey work on the actual ground was completed by the end of 1999 and a detailed and definitive publication listing, describing and illustrating all these structures, some no longer extant, is to be published probably early in 2001. It is the most comprehensive survey of the area ever undertaken and will be the ultimate record of the batteries, searchlight sites, camps, hospitals, canteens, cinemas and so on ever undertaken and will be a valuable addition to the records of Orkney history. I am very grateful to Mr Stell for his help in updating this edition of This Great Harbour.


On the technical side I would like to thank my former colleagues on the printing staff of The Kirkwall Press for their help, advice and expertise, in particular, Stewart Davidson, and Bryan Leslie. It is not often that a writer knows who actually sets up his work, but in this case, through my time on the editorial staff of The Orcadian, I do know the two typesetters involved, having worked with them before, Angus Windwick and Drew Kennedy, and to them I can only say a big Thank You for initiating me into the mysteries of the electronic printing age – new since my day – and my thanks go too to Kenny Thomson and Adrian Harray who carried out the printing.


I am also indebted to Mr John D. M. Robertson for reading the final proofs and discussing them with me but, of course, any errors appearing in the text are entirely my own responsibility.


Finally I must express gratitude to my publishers, firstly The Orkney Press, epitomised in the person of Howie Firth whose idea it was originally to produce a book on Scapa Flow, and then to the publishers of this third edition, The Orcadian, (Kirkwall Press), under Jim Miller who has been equally enthusiastic and stimulating.


W.S.H.
September 1999
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PREFACE TO THE THIRD EDITION





Scapa Flow with its colourful history has for long captured and held the interest, not only of Orcadians who know it well, but of people living far from its shores. This is especially true of the many thousands who served on its defences or were protected by them in two World Wars. As time passes, the numbers of those with direct experience of this great naval base in wartime must inevitably decline, but its powerful impact and the curious love-hate fascination it held for many of them has frequently been passed on to their descendants, who come north to see for themselves this historic sheet of sheltered water which has played so important a part in the history of this country and in the lives of their own families.


There is little now to tell them of what it was really like during those momentous years between 1914 and 1918 and again from 1939 to 1945. No longer do the smooth contours of the low hills bristle with anti-aircraft guns and searchlights; only grassy mounds and hollows with some lichen-covered slabs of concrete show where once troops in their thousands kept watch and ward. Gone are the great battleships and lean destroyers swinging to their moorings off Flotta; invisible too are the rusty remains of the interned German Fleet which committed naval suicide by a mass scuttle on Midsummer Day 1919. Seven of the larger ships are still there – on the bottom, now only seen by the thousands of skin divers who find them an irresistible tourist attraction each year – a marine version of beating swords into ploughshares. It has even been suggested that a 60-seater submarine with large observation portholes might be tried out so that less adventurous mortals would be able to have a look at these submerged relics of World War I without even getting their feet wet – an ironic twist to the story of an anchorage where the main preoccupation has always been with how to keep submarines out. This project has not, so far, materialised but a launch equipped with an under-water camera has been used transmitting pictures of the remaining hulks of the sunken fleet to a screen in the comfortable lounge in the boat above for the benefit of non-diving visitors.


Since the first edition of this book appeared in 1985 there has been considerable underwater activity in the area. There was, for instance, the unauthorised diving expedition on HMS Hampshire, mined off the west coast in 1916 with the loss of almost the entire ship’s company including Lord Kitchener, then Secretary of State for War. In an operation involving a vessel with lifting gear, a number of items, including one of the cruiser’s propellers, were brought to the surface and eventually successfully claimed by the Admiralty. Many of these items, among them a gun with a live round still in the breech, came back to Orkney and are on display at the Scapa Flow Information Centre which Orkney Islands Council has established in the former naval base at Lyness. This will also be the home of one of the guns from the First War German cruiser, Bremse, left on the bottom of Swanbister Bay when the vessel itself was salvaged between the wars.


Just 60 years ago this year in October, 1939 the Flow saw its greatest disaster of World War II when a German U-boat penetrated the incomplete defences and sank the battleship Royal Oak at her moorings. Over 800 members of the ship’s company died in the dark waters of that October night, a tragic event remembered on the anniversary each year at gatherings and church services by those who survived and their families. In 1989, fifty years on, particularly poignant memories were stirred at the special memorial services in St Magnus Cathedral (where the ship’s bell now hangs by the commemorative plaque) and at sea in the Flow over Royal Oak herself, now an official war grave.


Following the devastating explosion which destroyed Occidental’s Piper Alpha North Sea platform with the loss of 167 lives in 1987, the oil ceased to flow along the 130-mile pipeline to the Scapa terminal on Flotta and for a time the super tankers which had become a familiar sight in the Flow were absent but they returned when the flow of oil restarted. Now, of course, the Piper field and Flotta terminal are operated by the French-controlled Elf Group with oil also coming from the Atlantic Foinaven field by tanker rather than pipeline.


Understandably these dramatic events in the Flow’s more recent past arouse the most general interest but its earlier history is by no means neglected. Archaeologists have been digging for some years at the Norse Earls’ Bu in Orphir on the shores of the Flow and have made a number of interesting discoveries some still to be evaluated. And the Vikings were, after all, the first mariners to appreciate Scapa’s unique strategic value.


But, naturally, it was the Royal Navy which realised its real potential as a base and, in spite of an occasional hesitation developed it to the full. In two World Wars the fighting ships lay here in wait, poised to do battle wherever the enemy appeared. During the first half of this century there were few navymen who did not know Scapa Flow. Now, with our smaller and more widely spread Navy, not so many of HM ships come in through Hoxa to drop anchor in its sheltered anchorage, and fewer and fewer of our sailors can start off a tale of the sea with the arresting phrase – ‘I remember once we were anchored in Scapa Flow when the order came to . . .’


Scapa Flow does indeed retain a fascination for many people who continue to remember it, if not always with affection, then at least with respect. This has been confirmed in the many comments I have received, both appreciative and critical – mainly appreciative I am happy to say – since the first edition of this book appeared in 1985. It has brought me many friends whose suggestions for improvement I have incorporated wherever possible in this third edition and if it continues to stimulate and maintain interest in This Great Harbour, Scapa Flow, I shall feel that I have achieved what I set out to do.


W.S.H.
1999














1


IN THE BEGINNING





Islands, we were told at school, are areas of land entirely surrounded by water. Conversely, an area of water entirely surrounded by land is a lake – or, if you live in Scotland, a loch. But what about the other phenomenon, an area of water almost entirely surrounded by islands? A natural harbour certainly – possibly a naval anchorage and base or, more specifically perhaps, Scapa Flow.


For that is what the Flow is, a large area of water, some 120 square miles of it, almost totally enclosed by a ring of islands, the South Isles of Orkney, and this whole mosaic of land and sea, poised strategically just off the north coast of Scotland, divides the long grey surges of the Atlantic Ocean from the equally inhospitable waters of the North Sea. It is this combination of geographical location and natural formation which has given Scapa Flow its unique character and its potential as a naval base; a potential it has held throughout the centuries, for whoever controls it commands the North Sea with easy access to either side of the British Isles and the wide oceans of the world beyond.


These advantages have been recognised by mariners certainly since the time of the Norsemen who not only used the Flow but named it, somewhere about the end of the eighth century or the beginning of the ninth. The ‘Scapa’ part of the name probably comes from the Old Norse word skálpr, meaning ‘a sword scabbard’ or in a more poetic sense ‘a ship’, to which was added eið meaning an isthmus. This word skalpeð is used in both the Håkonarsaga and the Orkneyinga Saga in connection with the landing and beaching of ships. Scapa Bay with its fine sandy beach is a perfect example of such a landing place, situated as it is on the south side of the one-and-a-half mile wide isthmus dividing the Orkney Mainland into East and West and on which Kirkwall, the island capital, occupies the north shore. So much for the ‘Scapa’ part – the ‘l’ and the ‘r’ being dropped through time and the ‘eið’ gradually becoming just ‘a’.


The ‘Flow’ part of the name is also Old Norse originally, being derived in all probability from floi, or possibly flóð or fljot, meaning ‘plenty of water’ or ‘fjord’, and here again with the passage of time, the ‘i’, ‘d’ or ‘t’ would be dropped, leaving ‘flow’ or ‘flo’ – which, with the English influence of the Navy in two world wars became pronounced to rhyme with ‘mow’, but which the older Orcadians always rhymed with ‘how’ or ‘now’, and they often used the pronunciation ‘Scappy’ to rhyme with ‘happy’ rather than Scapa. So we have the complete name Scapa Flow, derived from the Old Norse word Skálpeiðflói meaning the ‘fjord or loch of the ship isthmus’.1 Incidentally, the modem Norwegian word flo means ‘flood’ or ‘flood tide’, presumably being derived from the same source.


Oddly enough although the name ‘Over Scapa’ appears in Blaeu’s maps of the 17th century for the farm near Scapa Bay, the word ‘Flow’ itself does not appear until 1750, in Murdoch Mackenzie’s chart of the South Isles of Orkney.2 Perhaps even more strangely, although the maps of Blaeu, Moll, Johnston, Isaak Tirion, Bennet and others have no reference to Scapa Flow as such, some of them do name the very small skerry more or less in the middle of the Flow, the Barrel of Butter, and give it its correct position -perhaps they were intrigued by its unusual name. In a written text as opposed to a map or chart, the full name seems to have its first reference in George Low’s Tour thro’ Orkney & Schetland dated 1774 where, in the section on South Ronaldsay referring to what he calls ‘the How of Hoxa’, he writes ‘here one of a Danish king’s sons was buried who was slain in a battle at sea in Scapa flow or bay’ – and he spells it with a small ‘f’. Legend has it that Earl Thorfinn Skullsplitter, son of the celebrated Torf Einar, was buried in this very prominent mound.


By the beginning of the 19th century there are further references to Scapa ‘Flow’, notably in Sir Walter Scott’s Diary of his voyage round the north of Scotland with the Lighthouse Commissioners in 1814 where he writes ‘a deep bay called Scapa Flow indents it’ – a capital ‘F’ this time.3


A couple of years earlier in 1812 it had been put firmly on the naval map, or rather, chart, by Graeme Spence, Maritime Surveyor to the Admiralty, in his ‘Proposals for Establishing a Temporary Rendezvous for Line of Battle Ships in a National Roadstead called Scapa Flow found by the South Isles of Orkney’.4


But obviously from its Old Norse origins the name had been in common use among seafarers for many centuries before this, and usually seafarers with war on their minds who wanted an anchorage sheltered not only from the stress of weather common in these latitudes but also from their enemies – a place in which to hide securely behind natural defences of tide and rock but from which they could sally forth easily to do battle or to raid as necessity or inclination demanded.


It is doubtful, however, if many of the sailors or soldiers obliged to stay either in its shelter or round its shores in the two world wars would entirely agree with the Reverend Francis Liddell, Minister of the Parish of Orphir, the coastline of which forms the northern shore of the Flow, when he writes in the ‘Old Statistical Account’ published between 1795 and 1798, ‘Scapa Flow – The sea opposite to this coast is a most beautiful piece of water, being a small Mediterranean.’5 Beautiful it certainly can be in certain conditions, but it lacks the warm climate and the lush vegetation of the southern sea, to put it mildly. Those servicemen expressed their rather different opinion of the place with considerable vigour if not quite the same eighteenth century elegance in such compositions as the ‘Scapa Hymn of Hate’6 during World War I and more forcibly still, but with less finesse, in ‘Bloody Orkney’7 in the Second World War.


It was also sometimes described rather differently from the school-day version as – ‘miles and miles of damn-all surrounded by miles and miles of more damn-all’. And quite often the expletives were more forceful than that. But a ‘small Mediterranean’? No – hardly that. Still, the rest of Liddell’s ‘Account’ stands nearly as true today as when he wrote close on two centuries ago, for he goes on –




It is surrounded with twelve different islands, through which are several outlets to the Pentland Firth, and German and Atlantic Oceans. This, particularly in time of war, is the great thoroughfare for ships coming north about. It abounds with safe roadsteads and fine harbours; such as Holm Sound, Floxa [sic] Sound, St Margaret’s Houp, Pan Houp and Long Houp, in the Island of Walls; where there is good anchorage and a sufficient depth of water for the largest ship in the British Navy.8





Prophetic words indeed, although his later comment that the ‘principal entrance to Scalpa Flow is through Holm Sound on the East’ no longer holds good nor has done since its blocking by sunken merchant ships in World War I as a defence against submarine attack, and more permanently in World War II by the Churchill Barriers for the same reason.


The ‘twelve different islands’ with which Liddell says the Flow is surrounded must still be there, even in a slightly different form, but it is not clear which ones he included in his round dozen. On the north and east side, going clockwise, there are the Orkney Mainland, Lamb Holm, Glims Holm, Burray and South Ronaldsay; then on the south there are Flotta, Switha, South Walls and Hoy; and finally, in the Hoymouth opening, Graemsay – and that makes nine, or ten if you treat South Walls and Hoy as two separate islands, ignoring the narrow isthmus at Brims. So where are Mr Liddell’s two, or even three other islands? It may be that he includes Swona – near the southern entrance – and Cava and Fara, which are both actually inside the Flow, for he does mention that ‘it is remarked of the island of Cava, and some other small islands, that neither rat nor mouse will live there’.9 But he can hardly have included in his twelve the Barrel of Butter, that low, flat skerry with its cairn making it look like a primitive submarine, though he does refer to it as being ‘formerly known as Carlin Skerry . . . a seal hunting ground for which the fanner paid a barrel of oil a year. But shipping scared the seals away and the proprietor changed the rental to one of one barrel of butter a year.10


So by the end of the eighteenth century certainly, there were enough ships using the Flow to drive away the seals from this skerry, although they are still to be found not so far away, notably in South Ronaldsay.


It is difficult to delineate Scapa Flow in strict measurements – it all depends on what one includes in it. From Scapa Bay in the north to where the Hoxa Boom used to be in wartime, stretching from Hoxa Head in South Ronaldsay to near Stanger Head in Flotta, the distance is some twelve miles, and it is a little more than that from Cairston Roads, outside Stromness in the west, say, to the Churchill Barriers on the east between Holm, Lamb Holm, Glims Holm, Burray and South Ronaldsay – an area of between 120 and 160 square miles according to what reference points one takes.


There were originally nine major entrances to the Flow proper. On the east there were Kirk Sound, Skerry Sound, Weddel Sound and Water Sound – all subject to strong tides of anything up to ten knots. To the south there was Hoxa Sound between South Ronaldsay and Flotta, the main entrance for the larger naval craft, battleships, carriers, cruisers and so on; Switha Sound between Flotta and Switha, used mainly by the smaller ships such as destroyers, and sometimes nicknamed the ‘tradesmen’s entrance’; and Cantick Sound between Switha and Cantick Head. Finally, there was Burra Sound (between Hoy and Graemsay) and Hoy Sound (between Hoy and Stromness), on the west, both with very strong tides. The four eastern sounds are now all completely blocked by the massive causeways constructed in World War II, it having been discovered too late that the ten-knot swirling tides and the blockships sunk across them in World War I were not sufficient deterrent to a resolute submariner such as Günther Prien, who successfully forced them in his U 47 on the night of 13/14 October 1939, to torpedo and sink the anchored battleship Royal Oak with the loss of over 800 lives. So now there are only five entrances to the Flow and one of them, at least, Burra Sound, still has wartime obstructions in it.


The contours of the land round this great expanse of water are, for the most part, low and gently rounded, rising to just over 1,500 feet with Orkney’s highest hills in Hoy to the west and south-west – fortunately the direction from which the worst of Orkney’s gales of 100 mph and more usually come. And so even the biggest ships, including the vast supertankers of the oil-boom era as well as the earlier battleships and aircraft carriers can ride out these violent storms tucked into the shelter of the Hoy land – although passengers in smaller craft such as the wartime drifters might be forgiven for describing it as only ‘comparative shelter’ if they were caught out in the middle by a sudden gale whipping the tops off the waves in a driving mist of spindrift obscuring the land only a mile or two away.


The bottom of the Flow is pretty regular. As Dr A.C. O’Dell writes in The Highlands and Islands of Scotland, ‘Its flat floor, the result of infilling with sediment or from the decay of dead ice, is very prominent on the charts.’










[image: Illustration]




Nowhere is it deeper than 62 metres, just over 30 fathoms, and most of it is less than that, averaging perhaps 35 metres or some 20 fathoms, but it was still more than enough to swallow up the great ships of the Kaiser’s High Seas Fleet which scuttled itself in these waters on Midsummer Day, 1919, as well as to cover several of our own ships which lie on its ‘flat floor’. The deepest point is actually in the Bring Deeps on the west, but just outside its main entrance in Hoxa Sound the depth is 35 fathoms or 64 metres.11


But what does this place really look like? – this great seawater lake with its enclosing necklace of islands which, in fine weather, seem to float in their own bubble of clear air below the wide arch of a pale blue summer sky but which in winter gales are merely darker shadows in an all-pervading greyness, conditions which inspired the doggerel ‘Bloody Orkney’ or the ‘Scapa Hymn of Hate’, but which in the first example can bring an awareness of the serene beauty of natural things and places still unspoiled, an awareness heightened and intensified in time of war by the ever-present fear that such beauty cannot last much longer.


One man who knew it in all its moods was the Orkney author Eric Linklater. As a young man he had sailed his boat on its waters and had walked its shores; much of the action of his first novel, Whitemaa’s Saga, takes place either on, or around, the Flow, and in World War II as Company Commander of the Orkney (Fortress) Company of the Royal Engineers he played his part in its defence. Who better to paint the Flow’s portrait in words? In his essay, ‘The First Attack’ in The Art of Adventure, he writes:




On calm days the islands floated on a deep-blue sea in a charm of shadowed cliffs and reddish moors, the harvest was ripe, and the fields were bearded with bright gold or gay in a lovely green. The forehead of the hills rose in smooth lines against a lucent sky, and rippled lakes provoked a passion for mere water. In such weather one could live by the eye alone, and beautify oneself with the delighted torture of love-at-seventeen. To suppose that war might invade that landscape, or snatch one from it, seemed quite outrageous; yet it was, beyond doubting, the threat of war that opened one’s eyes, as if to a new thing, to the beauty of the islands and their sea.





That was Orkney and Scapa in the valedictory sunshine of those last few doom-fraught summer days of 1939 as the world slid helpless over the brink to war. They could not last for ever and the storms were bound to come. Eric Linklater caught this other side of the picture, too, in another essay from the same volume ‘The Atlantic Garrisons’:




To stand in a south-easterly gale on the weather-worn headlands of Hoxa and Stanger, at the Fleet’s entrance to Scapa Flow, was to endure such a hurly-burly, so rude and ponderous a buffeting, that one could hardly deny a sense of outrage, a suspicion that the wind’s violence was a personal enmity. In the crested tumult of the sea there were colours of wildly derisive beauty above the monstrous procession of the waves, and the spectator, battered by the gale, and resentful, was humbled by the immensity of the pageant that careered before it. The sky was pitiless, and the young soldiers in their shabby khaki were dwarfed and lonely in the vast confusion of the storm.





Those are the two faces of Scapa Flow and there are countless shades of expression in between.
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A VIKING LAIR





The Norsemen may have named it, somewhere about 800 ad, but they were not the first people to know and use it.


Orkney has been lived in for at least five thousand years and it is inconceivable that, in the four millennia or so before the first Viking keel crunched into the sands of Scapa Bay, some other earlier people had not lived along its shores or on its islands. There is ample archaeological evidence, in fact, that they did.


The broch-builders of more recent, although still remote times, around 100 or 200 ad or so, also knew Scapa Flow. Indeed it may well have been a centre of political power at times for what are sometimes called the proto-Picts – the loose amalgam of peoples and tribes from which the still-mysterious Picts themselves evolved. Writing in the chapter on ‘Brochs and Broch Builders’ in The Northern Isles, J.R.C. Hamilton suggests that these unique circular stone towers may have originated and been developed in the Scapa Flow area, where the type of stone used in them is readily available, the design and technique of building them then spreading out from this centre to the rest of Orkney, Shetland, Caithness and the Western Isles as the need for defensive structures demanded.1 One such broch was, in fact, situated at Lingro on the banks to the west of Scapa Bay and just above it, until it was destroyed in the late 1970s during agricultural development.


Were these brochs built as a defence against the Romans perhaps? The Romans certainly sailed round the north of Scotland and must have seen Orkney. It is unlikely that with their efficiency and thoroughness, not to mention their inquiring minds, they did not at least sail into the Flow if only to assess its military value. But there is no hard and fast evidence that they did so nor that they landed on Orkney soil. Any Roman artefacts found during excavations in the islands, and they are few, can be traced to the trading activities of the people already living there.


It is with the coming of the Norsemen that hard evidence of the use of Scapa Flow begins to be found, notably from their sagas and, as one might expect, particularly in the Orkneyinga Saga – the story of the Norse Earls of Orkney and their henchmen as told by the skalds and sagamen between the ninth and twelfth centuries, handed down orally and subsequently given the permanence of writing in Iceland in the twelfth and thirteenth centuries. And much of this story, or rather stories, has been backed up by subsequent archaeological and place-name study which still goes on with parallel study of whatever documentary sources may provide.


The Norsemen showed their appreciation of the anchorage and the need to keep a watchful eye on its approaches by building castles at Paplay overlooking Holm Sound on the east and at Cairston in the west from which Hoy Sound could be kept under observation. In addition the Norse Earls had a favourite residence at the Bu, further inside the Flow on the Orphir shore.


One of the earliest, and most dramatic, events in the recorded history of the Flow occurred in 995 ad when King Olaf Trygvasson on his way back to claim the Norwegian throne, having been himself converted to Christianity while in the West, arrived in the Pentland Firth burning with evangelising zeal. He surprised Earl Sigurd II of Orkney in the enclosed bay of Osmondwall, now Kirk Hope in South Walls at the southern entrance to the Flow, where he carried out not so much a shotgun wedding as a battle-axe conversion.


Sigurd, along with his followers, was given the choice of forsaking the old pantheon of Norse gods and embracing the Christian faith – or to be killed on the spot along with his son and henchmen. Pragmatically he chose to live, but how sincerely he accepted the new faith is open to doubt. To make sure that he remained Christian, at least outwardly, Olaf took Sigurd’s son back to Norway as hostage. After the boy’s death there, Sigurd certainly seems to have reverted to the old gods, for he was allied with pagan vikings when he was killed in 1014 at the battle of Clontarf outside Dublin, bearing the magic raven-shaped banner made by his mother Edna which brought death to anyone who bore it into battle but victory to those who followed it. And so Orkney became Christian, at least nominally, although the Faith had been, in fact, established long before the advent of the Vikings, by the Celtic monks and missionaries, the remains of whose holy places can still be seen on such sites as the Brough of Birsay and Deerness.


There are frequent references to Scapa in the Orkneyinga Saga, often associated with Sweyn Asleifsson, called by Eric Linklater ‘The Ultimate Viking’ in his book about him by that title. It is an apt name, for Sweyn was a swashbuckling, piratical character living some 200 years too late, for the real Viking age had passed by the time he was at his full potential in the mid-twelfth century.


We hear of him at ‘Knarston at Scapa’ – not far from Scapa Bay – at Yule, 1135. His father had just been murdered in his house at Duncansby in Caithness while Sweyn was fishing in the Pentland Firth. To escape a similar fate he was on his way to the Earl’s Bu in Orphir, also on the shores of the Flow, where Earl Paul was holding a great Yule feast. It proved to be a doom-laden festival, for during it Sweyn killed his namesake, the sinister Sweyn Breastrope, and had to make his escape across the dark hills to the North Isles, staying with Bishop William in Egilsay before sailing to the safety of Tiree.2


In the Spring of 1136, the year before Earl Rognvald began his great project of building St Magnus Cathedral to the memory of his uncle, the martyred St Magnus, Sweyn was engaged in darker deeds – the capture of Earl Paul from Westness in Rousay after which he carried him south through Scapa Flow where his ship was seen from Gaitnip on the east side as it bore the captive earl to mutilation and death in Scotland.3 But Sweyn was back again later in the year when ‘nine armed men were seen coming from Scapa to the Thing’. Sweyn was one of the nine for ‘Sweyn had sailed in a ship from the south to Scapa and left the ship behind him there’.4 He had arrived to make his peace with the all-powerful Earl Rognvald, sole ruler of Orkney now that Earl Paul was no more. Earl Rognvald was holding a ‘Thing’ (a Court or Parliament) in Kirkwall.


From 1154 Sweyn is frequently connected with Scapa Flow as when in that year he sailed from Scotland with a cargo ship and a cutter to Orkney: ‘And when they came to [Scapa] they captured a ship from Fogl Ljotolf’s son.’5


From later that year comes the first saga record of an event which was to become familiar in the Flow right down to our own times, a fleet assembling and preparing for battle, when ‘the Earls then moved their ships to Scapa’ and Sweyn, having made a feint rounding of Cape Wrath before doubling back through the Pentland Firth, arrived at Walls, possibly Osmondwall again, or Longhope where ‘they learned that the Earls lay off Scapa with fourteen ships below [Knarston]’.6 Knarston, situated on the west side of Scapa Bay, probably derives its name from another Old Norse word connected with the berthing and beaching of ships, Knarrarstoðum, meaning ‘ships’ place’, the ships in this case being merchant vessels or cargo ships – knarr.


The Earls that Sweyn ‘learned’ of were Rognvald and his co-holder of the Earldom, Harald. Sweyn, with his own nominee for the Earldom, Erlend – for once again it was in the nature of a three-cornered contest for the islands – decided to attack that same night and did so with devastating effect. Rognvald and Harald were routed and had to escape across the Flow and the Pentland Firth to Scotland in small rowing boats while many of their followers died in the surprise attack. One man, indeed, was so scared that he bolted for Kirkwall and sanctuary in the Cathedral with his shield still strapped to his back, but so great was his haste that he forgot to slacken it off and he got jammed in the doorway.


So this battle of Knarston gave Sweyn and Erlend control of Orkney – in the meantime – and also added their opponents’ fleet of fourteen ships to their own seven.


Scapa is mentioned again in 1155 when ‘Thorbjorn sailed secretly out to the Orkneys in a cutter with thirty men and landed at Scapa’.7 From there he walked to Kirkwall and again Sweyn Asleifsson was involved – this time on the side of Earl Rognvald.


So far the number of ships or galleys mentioned as being in the Flow at any one time has been comparatively small, fourteen for Rognvald and Harald, or twenty-one if they are added to Sweyn’s seven after Knarston.


It is more than a century later before we hear of a really big war fleet in these waters, that of King Håkon Håkonsson of Norway when he came west-over-sea in an attempt to shore up his crumbling empire in Scotland and the Western Isles. Sailing from Bergen late in the summer of 1263, he called at Shetland then consolidated his force off Shapinsay’s Elwick Bay in Orkney, just north of Kirkwall, before sailing east-about the islands to concentrate in Rognvaldsvoe, now St Margaret’s Hope, in South Ronaldsay. It was late in the year now for a war cruise to Scotland even though his fleet numbered some 120 large well-found ships, including his own magnificent oak-built, 37-bench flagship, Kristsuðin, the Christship – certainly the greatest naval force ever seen in Scapa Flow up till then, possibly the largest assembly of fighting ships anywhere at that time.


But the omens were not good. Just before he sailed out through Hoxa Sound into the Pentland Firth there was an eclipse of the sun, presaging the eclipse of Norse power in the west. Apprehensive, but undeterred by this portent, Håkon pushed on round Cape Wrath to meet with disaster at the Battle of Largs in the Clyde when his punitive intentions were frustrated as much by bad weather as by the Scots. It was one of those indecisive victories which both sides claim but neither side wins, rather like another great naval battle fought out of Scapa Flow in our own century, Jutland in 1916. The fact remains, however, that from that time on, Norse power in the west waned and only Orkney and Shetland continued as Scandinavian possessions of Scotland. The sun of the Viking dawn which had risen over the fjords in the east four centuries before was setting fast in the sea lochs of the west, and even the Norse hold on the Northern Isles had only two more centuries to run.


Håkon, with the remnants of his shattered fleet, struggled north again through the stormy seas of that late autumn to reach the haven offered by Scapa Flow, probably lying first in Switha Sound or Longhope before returning whence he had set out, Rognvaldsvoe. Some of his ships sailed straight on back to Norway but he took his own great ship, along with some others, across the Flow to Houton and its sheltered bay, where they were hauled for the winter. Others were beached at Scapa Bay.


From Houton he went to Kirkwall, to die, for he was a broken man – ‘After that he fared into Scapa-neck . . .’ as Dasent’s translation of the Håkon Saga has it.8 He took up residence with Bishop Henry in the Bishop’s Palace there, where his life ended at Yuletide while he had the Scriptures read to him. He was buried temporarily in St Magnus Cathedral, which was then just a century old. In the Spring of 1264 he made his last Voar cruise from Scapa, where his body was carried and taken on board his ship brought round from Houton – bound for Bergen where he was to lie with his fathers. ‘And all the bodyguard went out with it [the body] across Scapaneck and the body was carried out in a boat to the ship.’9


And so ended, in effect, the Norse era in the story of Scapa Flow, although the islands which form its perimeter along with the rest of Orkney remained Scandinavian possessions until 1468, when they became part of a still unredeemed pledge for the dowry of Margaret, daughter of King Christian I of Denmark, who was to marry James III of Scotland, Norway then being ruled by Denmark.


There have been suggestions that another Princess Margaret, the Maid of Norway, died in Scapa Flow, giving her name to St Margaret’s Hope in South Ronaldsay. There is no truth in this story whatsoever. She was the seven-year-old granddaughter of Alexander III of Scotland and legal heiress to the Scottish throne. She was being brought back to Scotland from Norway, where she was born, by Sir Patrick Spens of ballad fame in 1290 to marry Edward, Prince of Wales, son of Edward I of England – a marriage which would have united the Scottish and English crowns three centuries before it actually did happen. She fell ill on the way across the North Sea and died, possibly off Orkney or in its shelter. At all events she was not the eponymous Margaret of St Margaret’s Hope as she was never canonised. It may even be that she was drowned off Aberdeen or Aberdour as the ballad has it.


St Margaret’s Hope, in fact, derives its name from a chapel dedicated to yet another Margaret, the beautiful, learned and pious Hungarianborn wife of Malcolm III Canmore, King of Scotland, who was canonised by Pope Innocent IV in 1251, nearly two centuries after her death in Edinburgh Castle.
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THE SCOTS TAKE OVER





It is perhaps appropriate that as the Norse chapter of Scapa’s story closes in true Nordic fashion with a lost battle and the departure of a dead king, the new Scottish era should open with a successful battle from Orkney’s point of view and the visit of a very live king, James V, in 1540, when Orkney had been under Scottish rule for seventy-two years – at least nominally.


Oddly enough, he too had been having trouble with his chieftains of the Western Isles and West of Scotland, just as Håkon Håkonsson had in a different context. James’s voyage, too, was in the nature of a punitive expedition to bring them to heel.


He was accompanied by Cardinal Beaton and had a fleet of sixteen ships, including his own flagship, the Salamander (Captain John Ker) and a complement of three or four thousand men. Sailing from the Forth in an atmosphere of considerable secrecy to conceal the purpose of the expedition, they cruised up the east coast of Scotland by way of Aberdeen, the Moray Firth, Sutherland, Caithness and Orkney, through the Pentland Firth to the Western Isles, where they sorted things out with the chieftains, and so on to the south again. In Orkney they were entertained by Bishop Robert Maxwell, and it is virtually certain that they lay in Scapa Flow in order to land and visit Kirkwall across the ‘ships’ isthmus’ of the former rulers of the islands.


In order to make a voyage like this in the days when charts and even navigational instruments were rare, a skilled pilot was an essential member of the expedition and James V had one such in Alexander Lindsay, who had prepared his Rutter of the Scottish Seas, probably specially for this important state cruise.1


A ‘Rutter’ was a sixteenth-century set of sailing instructions used by a pilot in coastal navigation and it preceded charts and instruments. The word is of the same French origin as ‘route’.


Lindsay’s ‘Rutter’ in the Balfour Collection in the National Library of Scotland covers the whole coast of Scotland, starting even south of the Border, from the Humber, round to the Solway Firth by way of the Pentland Firth and the Western Isles.


Headlands, harbours, tides and dangerous rocks are listed and described along with advice on how they should be negotiated. If James V’s fleet followed this Rutter, which it probably did, it would have had very explicit information about the dangers of the Pentland Firth, how to avoid them and how to enter the Flow between South Ronaldsay and Swona, for Lindsay obviously knew all about these treacherous waters just as our latter-day sailors did, and still do, although he did not have their scientific aids to help him.


In his section on ‘Hauins, (havens) sounds and dangers from Dungisbe [Duncansby] Head to the Mulle of Cantyre both on the Mayneland and throw the Iles’, he writes:




In the middes of Pethland Fyrth betuixt Dungisbe and Orknay there is a great daunger causit be nepe tydis whiche is called the Boir. To avoid the daunger ye sal mak your cours from Dungisbe northwest till you come north to est from Stroma. At the north end of Stroma is a greater daunger called the Swelle whiche is the meeting of iiij or v contrary tydes with great circulationne of watter causing a deip hurlepoole in the middes, dangerous for all shippis both great and small.2





And these waters remain dangerous today even to greater ships than Lindsay could possibly have imagined, both men-o’-war and merchant ships, for quite apart from passing two of the main entrances to Scapa Flow the Pentland Firth is a passage in the great ocean highway from the northern ports of Europe to the Atlantic and the New World.


The Rutter continues:




Betuixt Swinna [Swona] and Ronaldsa are great dangerous poplynis of watter called the Hoppers.


On the southwest syd of Ronaldsa is a dangerous tyde called the Crelis.


A halff a myle from the May Head Lyeth dangerous rockis called the Men of May.





In the Flow itself Lindsay advises:




Iff ye will lye in Orknay cast anker south or southwest from Kirkwall in the sound and ye sall find x or xij fadomes. Betuixt Ronaldsa and Glowmis Home is a good rode for all windis called St Margaretis Howip.3





His first instruction for anchoring would seem to put him somewhere in Scapa Bay or just along the Orphir shore where ships still anchor today, and it would have provided James V and Cardinal Beaton with a comparatively short journey on foot or on horseback to meet Bishop Maxwell in Kirkwall.


The Rutter is right again in recommending St Margaret’s Hope as a ‘good rode for all winds’, but a bit out in placing it ‘betuixt Ronaldsa and Glowmis Home [Glims Holm]’ – Lindsay apparently means Burray which comes between Glims Holm and South Ronaldsay.


After this incursion into the Flow the Rutter goes on to give directions for sailing from Scrabster in Caithness, to the west and ultimately south through the Western Isles.


And so another great fleet led by a king’s flagship headed out into the Pentland Firth between the Heads of Hoxa and Stanger. Many more, both kings and fleets, were to follow but not for quite a long time.


One of the last battles to be fought on Orkney soil had taken place in 1529, eleven years before James V visited the islands. It was at Summerdale on the borders of Orphir and Stenness and about three miles from the shores of Scapa Flow where the invading force under the Earl of Caithness must have landed – either in Waulkmill Bay or possibly Houton as the most likely bridge-heads, but it could have been anywhere between these two points. How many vessels with their armed invaders crossed the Flow that fateful day of 7 June 1529 is not known, but the invasion fleet must have been of considerable size. What is certain is that not so many went back across the Flow after the battle, as it is variously estimated that between three hundred and five hundred men, including the Earl himself, were slain or killed ‘fleeand to their botis’. It was claimed by some that there was Divine intervention on the side of the Orcadians with the reported appearance of St Magnus fighting for them – others hinted that witchcraft had played a part. At all events the Orkneymen were the undoubted victors.


The battle arose out of a family feud among the Sinclairs both in Orkney and Caithness which boiled over into open rebellion in the islands when Lord William Sinclair, whose father, Henry, Lord Sinclair, fell at Flodden, was appointed Justice Depute of Orkney with residence in Kirkwall Castle. He made himself generally obnoxious to the Orkney folk and in 1528 they rose, headed by James Sinclair of Brecks and his brother Edward, both illegitimate sons of Sir William Sinclair of Warsetter by the same mother. They seized the Castle and sent Lord William packing, killing a number of his supporters. He appealed to James V for help to put down the uprising and in 1529 a royal command to the Orkney rebels instructed them to hand over the castle and submit themselves to judgement. Not surprisingly, the command was ignored and with royal authority Lord William and his kinsman the Sinclair Earl of Caithness raised an army, in Caithness, and embarked to bring the Orkney insurgents to heel. The Battle of Summerdale was the result.


The Flow now faded into one of its periods of historical obscurity as far as the written records are concerned, though it obviously continued to be used by shipping of all kinds.


Sir Martin Frobisher with his three ships, Gabriel, Michael and Aid probably anchored in it in 1576, when they took on water before sailing again in search of the elusive but ever-beckoning North-West Passage round Arctic Canada to the Pacific. The Hudson’s Bay ships were to do the same annually three centuries later when bound in the same direction.


Dionyse Settle, one of Frobisher’s company, wrote of landing in Orkney and of the fear of Orcadians about English fishermen who were raiding the islands on their way to and from the Iceland fishing grounds.4 These fishermen also doubtless knew the Flow well.


And so did what was then the ‘English’ navy before the Union of Scotland and England in 1707. In 1557 a fleet of 13 English warships under Vice Admiral Sir John Clere was in Orkney waters ostensibly to protect the English fishing fleet homeward bound from Icelandic fishing grounds. While at anchor in Kirkwall Bay a force landed from the ships, burned part of the town, occupied the Cathedral and positioned cannon to finish the job on the following day. But this second landing was met by some 3,000 angry Orkney men led by Edward Sinclair of Strom veteran of Summerdale, and at the battle of Papdale drove the invaders back to their ships with the loss of 3 captains, 97 men and the Admiral himself. It was the last pitched battle to be fought on Orkney soil.


Future English, or by then, ‘British’ fleets met a much friendlier reception in Orkney waters especially in Scapa Flow in two World Wars.


There is no evidence that any ships of the Spanish Armada entered Scapa Flow, although in that disastrous and stormy autumn of 1588 they would doubtless have welcomed its shelter as they wallowed wounded through the North Sea gales to escape the English men-o’-war snapping at their heels. They must have seen the islands as they limped into the Atlantic and made for Spain, leaving many of their galleons on our rock-bound shores – one certain wreck was El Gran Griffon on Fair Isle; whether Orkney claimed any victims itself is uncertain but some survivors did make Westray, where a group of families was known as the Dons until quite recently. Another, but unsubstantiated story is that a Spanish ship perished along with the crew at Yesnaby, quite close to the Castle on Orkney mainland’s west coast cliffs.


In 1650 the Marquis of Montrose embarked his army of pressed Orkneymen and others at Holm on the east side of the Flow, before the debacle of the Battle of Carbisdale in Sutherland and his subsequent betrayal and humiliating death on the Grassmarket gallows in Edinburgh for supporting the wrong cause, that of the Stuarts.


On a more cheerful note there was a famous cup said to be kept at Scapa. It was apparently of gargantuan proportions, and visiting celebrities were expected to do it appropriate justice. It is recorded that when Bishop Mackenzie visited his diocese in 1677 and landed at Scapa, he knocked it back in one draught and then, anticipating Oliver Twist by several centuries, asked for more.5


Another visitor at the end of the seventeenth century must have been Captain Greenville Collins RN, for Orkney featured in three of the charts in his ‘atlas’, officially entitled ‘Great Britain’s Coasting Pilot being a New and Exact Survey of the Sea-Coast of England and Scotland with the Scilly Islands and Orkney and Shetland’. Collins was Hydrographer to Charles II and was a Younger Brother of Trinity House. His recommended harbours are Deer Sound in the east and Cairston near Stromness on the west side of the Flow – a word he does not actually use, although the name ‘Scapa’ appears in the bay of that name and he also indicates the ‘Barrill’ – the Barrel of Butter.


It would seem that Collins, like all the early map and chart makers, regarded Scapa Flow not as a harbour itself but as an inland sea which had good harbours in it. His charts, one of which is dedicated to Prince George of Denmark, First Lord of the Admiralty at the time, are claimed to be the first of their kind produced in Britain, the previous ones having originated for the most part in Holland.


The eighteenth century saw sporadic activity in these waters some of it highly illegal such as the sacking of the Stewart Depute’s Hall of Clestrain on the Orphir shore by Gow’s pirate crew in January 1725. Gow, a Stromness man, would have known the Flow well in his youth before he embarked on his career of piracy which ended in Calf Sound, Eday when his stolen ship, the Revenge, grounded and he began the long trail to Execution Dock at Wapping on the Thames where he was hanged.6


Orkney did not feature particularly prominently in the Jacobite risings of 1715 and 1745, although it had its share of the action. In 1746 a Jacobite force landed in South Walls and made its way across the Flow to Scapa Bay. The Government ship Sheerness was lying in Stromness at the time, but the two sides did not meet.7


Earlier that year, a mysterious Spanish brig with three Caithness Jacobites on board hovered to the eastward of Orkney before being piloted in to the Flow through Weddel Sound to Pan Hope in Flotta. She lay there for a week while her three passengers were entertained by, and presumably discussed plans with, Sir James Steuart at the Bu of Burray, who shared their views on the restoration of the Stuarts.


A little later HMS Shark came up through the Flow to take that same Burray laird prisoner, putting an end to his anti-Hanoverian activities. He was taken to London where he died, probably of typhus, in Southwark jail, having been arraigned on a charge of high treason only the previous day.


Towards the end of the century Orkney, in common with the rest of Britain’s east coast, was plagued by French privateers. The Edinburgh Magazine of 1782, for instance, quotes an example of their depredations. The privateer in question – she is not named – landed a party in South Ronaldsay where they robbed a ‘lady and gentleman’ of two watches, which would be, as the magazine points out, a large proportion of the watches on the island at that time. The ship then crossed to Longhope, where a sloop was captured and sunk after the privateers had taken its rigging. At night nine of them were landed and they raided the premises of Messrs Smeck, possibly Bremen merchants. Next day they landed again and took ‘a great deal of wearing apparel and blankets’ as well as ‘some sheep, swine and oxen’ which they shot, although they also took a milking cow back to their ship alive. They ‘stripped one of the people of his cloathes’ before leaving the district in pursuit of a brig which they took.


The Edinburgh Magazine also records a murder on Cava in the middle of the Flow in 1774. Hugh Inksetter and William Mallich apparently lived on the island and on this occasion had landed there from a boat with a party of other islanders. The two men fell out for some reason and started to fight, but were parted by the others. Some time later, however, Inksetter started the fight again further up the island and tried to strangle Mallich with his own neckerchief; Mallich pulled a knife to cut his neck free, as he claimed, but instead ‘ran it into Inksetter’s belly from which he died in great pain’. Thirty-six hours later, Mallich escaped by boat to Hoy and then crossed the Pentland Firth, never to be heard of again.8


‘Scalpa Flow’, however, had its peaceful activities during the eighteenth century, too, as the Reverend Mr Liddell points out in the ‘Old Statistical Account’ and these probably were of much more interest to the Orkney people themselves than the comings and goings of pirates, Royalists and mysterious ships.


‘It abounds with many other kinds of fish such as scate, flounders, haddock, mackerel and, occasionally, herring,’ he writes. This was apart from the dogfish which provided an important source of income from their oil as well as being a major item of food. When smoked they were said to resemble kippers.


‘The common kinds of shellfish are also to be found here,’ continued Liddell, ‘such as lobster, partans, spouts, and cockles; there are likewise a few seals, and otters, whose skins are valuable. Sometimes, too, the small whales called the bottle-nosed, make their appearance on this coast and when embayed, are surrounded with boats and forced on shore.


‘There are no fewer than fifteen smacks employed throughout the season, in fishing and carrying lobsters to the London market; all of which rendezvous in one or other of the harbours of Scalpa Flow.’


Big skate are still caught in the Flow, mainly by sea anglers nowadays, and schools of whales are not unknown though no longer hunted and slaughtered, as happened in the 18th, 19th and early 20th centuries, for their oil.


Now in the latter half of the 20th century when Scapa is coping with a different kind of oil, whales are an embarrassment rather than an asset when they become ‘embayed’ and stranded with the resulting difficulty of getting rid of the unwanted carcases.


Another important source of wealth based on the Flow to a large extent in the 19th and early 20th centuries, was the herring fishing. It was, of course, seasonal but it provided a livelihood for many people round the herring stations of St Mary’s, Holm, Burray, St Margaret’s Hope and Stromness serving the fleets of smacks from all over the east of Scotland and even further afield, on their annual visitations as they followed the shoals south from Shetland along the east coast to Yarmouth and Lowestoft. This was followed by the processing and salting for export, largely to Germany, Russia and the Baltic countries. The first war and the advent of the steam drifter killed this trade and its kindred crafts, while the wartime blocking of the eastern entrances to the Flow by sunken ships also rendered the fishing harbours useless.


So quite apart from its value as an anchorage throughout history, the Flow was obviously a fairly prolific source of food and livelihood for the people who lived round its shores. Grimmer harvests were to be reaped in the future.
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SHAPE OF THINGS TO COME





Early in the nineteenth century Scapa Flow began to assume the role that was to be its destiny for the next century and a half – at least in times of war.


France held most of the Continent in thrall. Britain, as was to happen again in the twentieth century, stood alone against this tyranny, her international trading brought almost to a standstill. The Napoleonic Wars raged on land and sea. To make matters worse, the United States of America, Britain’s lost trans-Atlantic colonies, declared war on what had been the mother-country, in 1812, and instead of a friendly ally across the ocean as in later world conflicts there were American privateers raiding shipping off our northern and western coasts. Sir Walter Scott was troubled by the proximity of these raiders and actually sighted one of them when he made his voyage round the north of Scotland, Orkney and Shetland in the summer of 1814.


On the east side, French privateers were active and indeed had made the passage of merchant ships through the English Channel and Straits of Dover dangerous if not actually impracticable. As a result, more and more merchant ships from the west of England and the Clyde used the Pentland Firth route when Baltic-bound, so having to run the gauntlet of the American threat to their peaceful passage. As this threat increased, so the rudiments of the convoy system were introduced. And the rendezvous and collecting point for these merchantmen was Scapa Flow, or at least Longhope, where at times there were as many as a hundred sails waiting for a warship escort. If, however, a naval escort was not immediately available, then these hundred or so, mainly defenceless, vessels had to wait, lying completely unprotected in a narrow land-locked bay, admittedly sheltered from storm and tempest but very vulnerable to enemy attack. For the first time the authorities realised that if Scapa Flow was to be used strategically as a base in time of war, it needed more than just its natural defences of tide-rips, rocks and stress of weather. Guns were needed.


In the year following the American declaration of war, work started on an eight-gun battery and two Martello towers sited to guard the entrance to Longhope Bay. The two towers, similar to those built against the Napoleonic threat of invasion along the south coast of England, were, and still are, 33 feet high, the circular walls being nine feet thick on the seaward side where there was the greater danger of damage from bombardment by attacking warships, and six feet thick on the landward side. It has been claimed, with some justification, that they contain some of the finest masonry ever executed in Orkney. They were each to have a 24-pounder cannon on the top and the estimated cost of each tower was £5,264 16s 2½d.1 Sited at Hacksness and Crockness, they were familiar sights to the many servicemen who passed them in the two later world wars, just as they are today to the oilmen and visitors on more peaceful missions.


The battery is not so well known, being naturally less conspicuous. It was sited to the east of Hacksness and its 8 24-pounders covered the approaches to the anchorage. Its estimated cost was £1,162 16s 4½d, which along with the Martello towers make the total cost of Scapa’s defences in 1812 or ’13 just under £12,000 all told – quite a difference from the £2 million or so spent on the Churchill Causeways alone in the 1940s. The towers and battery were completed in 1815, the same year that the state of war between Britain and America ended, and so they were never tested by enemy action and their guns were never fired in anger. No use was found for them in the later wars either, although one tower at least, did have a radar scanner mounted on it in World War II. It is one of the ironies of history that guns sited not far from this original battery, some of them made in America but manned by the British Royal Marine Artillerymen, were protecting the United States Navy’s Sixth Battle Squadron when it joined the British Grand Fleet in the Flow in 1917.


As was to happen again in 1914 and 1939, Scapa’s defences were not merely inadequate but virtually non-existent at the time of greatest need – the beginning of hostilities. The Longhope battery and the Martello towers were only completed after the need for them had gone – indeed, after the Napoleonic Wars were over.


Perhaps this unpreparedness arose from the official ignorance about Orkney in London, from which had emanated the query on several occasions – ‘Where is Longhope?’ The same lack of official knowledge about Scapa generally was also too often apparent in later times when the need for adequate defence of the anchorage was being discussed in Whitehall.


All the same, these meagre defences were kept under some sort of precautionary review from time to time, for the Longhope Battery and the towers were up-graded in 1866 when the threat of Fenian trouble in Ireland and the possibility of Britain becoming embroiled in further wars with France or Russia underlined the need for a secure base in home waters for the British Fleet, the most powerful weapon in our armoury at that time.


The towers were given new gun mountings and the battery’s armament was changed from the 8 24-pounders to 4 64-pounders – a reduction in the number of guns but a big increase in the weight of shot. The 64-pounders were, moreover, the same type of guns as those being used by the Orkney Volunteer Force which was being recruited at that time against these same French and Russian threats.


The Navy, however, had been advised much earlier to have a good long look at the possibilities of Scapa Flow as, at least, a rendezvous base for its ships. This was in 1812 at the height of the Napoleonic Wars and at the same time as the Longhope battery and towers were begun. The advice came from Graeme Spence, who had been Maritime Surveyor to the Admiralty, and it was printed on a chart of the South Isles of Orkney based on the Mackenzie survey and charts of 1750, and rather cumbrously entitled ‘Proposal for Establishing a Temporary Rendezvous for Line of Battle Ships in a National Roadstead called Scapa Flow formed by the South Isles of Orkney’ – ‘most humbly submitted to the consideration of the Rt. Honble the Lords Commissioners of Admiralty’.2


In it Spence points out that from earliest times the ‘Northern Maritime Nations of Europe, such as the Danes, Swedes and Norwegians’ had appreciated the value of Orkney and its numerous harbours as bases for their fleets intent on invasion of the British Isles. He goes on to give a rather inaccurate account of how Scotland, whose rulers also realised the islands’ strategic value, managed to acquire possession of them. Having quoted the historical precedents for using Scapa Flow as a naval base, Spence then tells Their Lordships:




I shall be happy if in what I have to propose, I could dispel that Cloud of Neglect which has hung over this Thule of the Ancients for the last 500 years, in order to view the Orcades in their true Northern Light in which they must appear to be not only the most Northern Maritime Advanced Post about Britain but one of the most important also when we are at War with the Northern Nations of Europe, provided we would Occupy it to the extent it seems capable of and which the Norwegians from the bad use they made of it against Britain and Ireland, seem so well to have understood.





After warning of the dangers, and possibility, of Orkney and Scapa Flow being occupied by a hostile power such as Napoleonic France with the resultant strategic consequences to Britain, Spence lists the advantages of using it as a naval base ourselves, for ‘it is doubtless the finest natural Roadstead in Britain and Ireland except Spithead’. With its three main channels to the east, south and west – Holm Sound, Hoxa Sound and Hoy Sound – he points out that no ship would be windbound in it: ‘from whatever Point the Wind blows, a vessel in Scapa Flow may make a fair wind of it out to free sea . . . a property which no other Roadstead I know of possesses, [and] without waiting for Tide on which account it may be called the Key to both Oceans.’ He puts its area as ‘upwards of 30 square miles’, a greater area than any other British roadstead apart from Spithead. He thinks it would provide anchorage for sixty sail of the line, but as he suspects some foul ground he restricts this to half that number. And he marks the possible moorings on the chart – pretty well in the middle of the Flow. The depth of water all over he puts at ten to twenty fathoms. Another point in its favour as a naval anchorage, Spence says, is that ‘the Stream of Tide is scarce sensible in Scapa Flow, so that if there is any wind, a vessel is sure to lie Wind-rode’.


Next he emphasises the Flow’s strategic value, with the Navy being able to protect merchant ships going north-about Britain in time of war, to avoid the narrows of the English Channel with its risk of attack by hostile forces. Conversely, the Navy would be in a position to intercept an enemy country’s trade through the same northern waters. This, of course, is exactly what did happen in the two World Wars.


He admits that critics of his ‘Proposal’ will quote the dangerous nature of the tides, rocks and skerries round Orkney, but he cites Mackenzie as writing 60 years earlier: ‘By inspecting my Survey of Orkney, it will appear that there is as little, perhaps less, foundation to apprehend danger on the coast of Orkney than on any other part of Britain.’


Spence agrees that navigation of Orkney waters may be risky for strangers, but argues ‘that the Native Pilots would think light of it and that it would be easy for them to Navigate any Ship, however large, into Scapa Flow, with a fair wind after matters were first put in proper train for so doing; such as laying a few Channel Buoys and Beacons upon some of the most dangerous shoals’. After all, he points out, warships were being piloted almost daily into more intricate channels than the Pentland Firth, Holm Sound, Hoxa Sound and Hoymouth. And of course, the Pentland Skerries had their warning light as early as 1812, followed by the establishment of Cantick Head light less than half a century later in 1850. Even so, Spence suggests that before his ‘Proposal’ is taken up, if it should be, it would be advisable to carry out a more detailed survey of the whole area.


Much of what Spence ‘Proposed’ was sound strategic and hydrographical common sense, not only in the days of sail but even in the steam and oil-driven era of warships, about which he could know nothing. But Government departments, perhaps especially the Admiralty of those days, grind slowly like the mills of God if not always so surely; and so, apart from the Longhope Battery, the Martello towers and, a little later, the formation of the Orkney Volunteer gunners with their 64-pounder muzzle-loading cannon, nothing much was done to make Scapa Flow a secure naval base for another hundred years or so – and then the threat came not from France but from Germany and the Kaiser’s High Seas Fleet, nearly as powerful as our own. But much of Graeme Spence’s ‘Proposal’ still held good and although the Admiralty had had over a century to absorb its advice and implement it, the Flow was still virtually defenceless when the Grand Fleet concentrated there at the end of July and beginning of August 1914.














5


LULL BEFORE THE STORM





The end of the Napoleonic Wars in 1815 saw comparative peace descend on Europe and indeed the world. As usual after a major conflict it was a fragile peace with sporadic outbreaks of minor wars. But it was peace – Pax Britannica, in fact, a peace maintained by the British Empire at its zenith, enforced by the Royal Navy showing the flag, and sometimes its teeth, all over the globe as it kept the Imperial trade routes open and safe from possible predators.


With these global commitments spreading the men-o’-war far and wide, there was no real need to maintain a naval base in the uncongenial climate of northern Britain. No threats were apparent from the smaller northern European nations, and with the United States of America no longer hostile the North Atlantic routes were reasonably secure. The Navy could forget Scapa Flow meantime – even as a ‘rendezvous’. And it did.


The Flow could revert to its customary peace and quiet, disturbed only by winter tempests and summer squalls. Great northern divers and long-tailed ducks could spend their winters in the shelter of its shores before gathering in great yodelling rafts ready for the north-bound migration to their Arctic breeding grounds; gannets could dive like flashing darts into its waters when the sea outside was too stormy; tysties, black, white and vivid scarlet, could bob and curtsey in its lonely waves while, with the cormorants and eiders, they watched the aquatic antics of great schools of ca’ing whales or dolphins. Under the grey skies of autumn, Atlantic seals could haul themselves ashore on undisturbed rocky beaches to breed and perpetuate their kind, their only predators, like the whales, being man, and not too many of them. In winter the mountain hares of Hoy changed their coats to white until spring brought the golden eagles back to their eyries in those same hills looking out across the Flow. Summer saw the banks above the beaches sparkle with the freshness of June flowers, pink and carmine of campion, pale blue of squill echoing the northern sky, the tiny yellow jauntiness of tormentil and the rich regal purple of violets and orchis presaging the autumn glories of the heather-clad hills. It was all very peaceful.


But times change and even if History does not always repeat herself word for word, she has a disturbing habit of telling the same story time after time, changing only the accent, emphasis or language.


At the beginning of the nineteenth century the threat to Britain had been the domination of Europe by Napoleonic France, and the language of that threat was, of course, French, with occasional American overtones. By the end of the century the message was still the same: European, even world domination, but now the language was uncompromisingly German with an unmistakable Prussian accent. Germany had evolved from a conglomeration of petty states and principalities, usually at odds with each other, into a Prussian-dominated, arrogant and bellicose nationhood under Bismarck’s direction.


It was a nation jealous of Britain’s power and influence in the world, an attitude epitomised in its eventual ruler, Kaiser Wilhelm II. Inevitably his eyes turned to one of the main sources of British power – the Royal Navy. He must have at least its equal but preferably its superior. And so the lines were drawn for the naval arms race, and the drift towards war began to move ever more swiftly.


At the same time big technological changes were taking place. The Industrial Revolution was in full spate. At sea, sail had to give way to steam. Bigger and more powerful guns were made possible, and they needed bigger and more powerful ships to carry them. The outcome was HMS Dreadnought, launched in 1906 – the first all-big-gun fighting machine which helped Britain maintain her naval superiority. But soon, as always in an arms race, the other side began to catch up. The threat to Britain’s command of the sea and to her mercantile and Imperial power in the world, increased.


How was this threat to be met? First of all, of course, the British fleet had to be built up with more modern ships and armaments to match or surpass those of Germany. Up until this time Britain had operated under a vague system known as the ‘two-power plan’, which meant roughly that the British fleet must always be stronger than the second and third navies of the world, which really meant that it had to be stronger than those of France and Russia put together. Now all that changed. These two nations were no longer the major threat; they were, in fact, to become allies. It was the ambitious and jealous Germany which was the bogeyman.


In addition to building up her fleet, Britain also had to find bases from which these new ships could best deter Germany’s ambitions. The traditional naval bases on the south coast of England, such as Portsmouth and Plymouth, were no longer adequate and, more importantly, they were not in the right place to meet the German threat, for they had grown up when France was the traditional enemy.


So new bases along the east coast looking out to the North Sea were planned and gradually, very gradually, came into being – Harwich, Felixstowe, the Humber, even Rosyth in the Firth of Forth, although the Admiralty began to feel that this was getting a bit too near the Arctic, and as for Invergordon in the Cromarty Firth – well, it was even further north and like the Forth had only one narrow entrance which could be fairly easily closed either by an enemy or by weather. Scapa Flow was almost beyond the pale, in spite of its natural advantages of several navigable entrances and the protection afforded by its tides, skerries and climate. Then again, it was not on the British mainland. It had no rail access for stores, nor could have, although an extension of the Highland Railway from Georgemas Junction in Caithness to Gills Bay near John o’ Groats was actively considered for a time. This would have brought the railhead to within 20 miles of Scapa Flow, but even so at least half of that distance would be across the ferocious tideway of the Pentland Firth.


Nonetheless, the Flow still had its champions as a naval base, among them, at least if one can believe his later writings, was the man almost literally at the helm of Britain’s drive for technological and numerical naval superiority – the ebullient Admiral of the Fleet, as he subsequently became, Sir John (Jacky) Fisher, later Lord Fisher of Kilverstone, First Sea Lord at the Admiralty from 1904 to 1910 and again later for a short period during the early part of the war.


He was a brilliant strategist, gunnery expert and administrator, very forceful and quite ruthless when it came to getting things done for his beloved Navy and nation. It was he who forced through the development of the Dreadnought class of battleships and more or less scrapped the older ships. He foresaw the advantages of using oil fuel instead of coal, and was said to have predicted accurately the date of the beginning of World War I. He was also the bluff, blunt seaman in many of his pronouncements and writings, where he was deliberately outrageous at times, especially in later life.


In one of his articles which appeared in The Times in 1919, the year before his death at the age of 79, he wrote:




. . . once looking at a chart in my secluded room at the Admiralty, in 1905, I saw a large landlocked sheet of water unsurveyed and nameless. It was Scapa Flow. One hour after this an Admiralty survey ship was en route there. Secretly she went for none but myself and my most excellent friend the Hydrographer knew. No one, however talented, except myself could explain how, playing with a pair of compasses, I took the German Fleet as the centre for one leg of the compasses and swept the chart with the other leg to find a place for our Fleet beyond the practicability of surprise by the Germans. The Fleet was there in Scapa Flow before war broke out.





‘Unsurveyed and nameless’? Sir John, it would seem, had forgotten the 1812 ‘Proposal’ by the earlier Admiralty hydrographer Graeme Spence for a ‘Rendezvous base’ in that ‘nameless’ sheet of water, which he very definitely and correctly called Scapa Flow and described in detail using maps and charts based on those of an even earlier surveyor, Murdoch Mackenzie, produced in 1750, half a century before. Perhaps Lord Fisher was better at predicting the date of the outbreak of World War I than remembering later the lead-up to it. Nonetheless, the British fleet was certainly in Scapa Flow before those hostilities began.


The weekly magazine, Passing Show, commenting on Lord Fisher’s claim to have ‘discovered’ Scapa Flow, wrote: ‘We will now sing hymn 364 – “Praise Jack from whom all Scapas Flow”. As a matter of fact I’d never heard of the damned place until I spotted it on the map one day. But I was there five minutes afterwards,’ the magazine added in an imitation of Fisher’s own sometimes ‘breezy’ style.


There does not seem to be any record of whether Lord Fisher ever actually visited the Flow himself; most of his seagoing experience was in warmer climes, but few naval officers this century have avoided sailing in through Hoxa Sound at some time in their careers.


Of course, Orkney was by no means unknown to the Navy long before 1905, although the ships then tended to use Kirkwall Bay rather than Scapa and continued to use it off and on right up to the outbreak of war. In July 1898, for instance, a total of fourteen vessels, eight of them battleships, dropped anchor in Kirkwall Roads.1 They were from the Channel Fleet, the main home fleet of the time, and they were joined a little later by the cruiser Crescent, commanded by the Duke of York, who later became King George V He was making a farewell cruise round the coast of his future kingdom – his last, commanding a ship, before he left the Navy owing to pressure of his growing Royal duties. He had, in fact, resigned his regular commission in the Navy in 1892, and this cruise was a last goodbye to a life he loved.


During the Kirkwall visit, the future king – who wished to be known as the ‘Captain of the Crescent’, not as Duke of York – watched from the 17thcentury Mercat Cross on Broad Street as 3,800 bluejackets from the fleet set out on a route march under the command of his cousin, Flag Captain of the Fleet Prince Louis of Battenberg, leading them on horseback.


The previous day, a contingent of about a thousand Marines had landed for a route march which took in the main streets of the Burgh including Broad Street where the Admiral commanding the fleet, Sir H.C. Stephens, along with Battenberg, the Duke, and the Provost of Kirkwall, took the salute before the Duke went to lunch on board the Magnificent with General and Mrs Burroughs from Rousay.


The Crescent had come up by the west coast of Scotland and the weather did not treat her kindly – indeed, George V nearly always had bad weather when he visited Orkney. In his diary for Saturday, 16 July, 1898 he wrote:




We are still going 14 knots, rolling about 12 to 15 degrees, squally with showers and cold, we passed through the Orkneys by the North passage not through the Pentland Firth as we should have had an 8 knot current against us. We arrived at Kirkwall at 6.0 and found the Channel Squadron and moored on a bearing from the Arrogant ahead of the cruisers, it was blowing very hard and we were too close to the Arrogant so we weighed again and came in a second time, didn’t finish mooring till 8.15, beastly bore and very cold on the bridge.





For Sunday, 17 July, he noted there were now eight battleships and six cruisers, with a total complement of 9,073 officers and men, in the Bay. He decided to explore and later wrote:




In the afternoon went on shore with the two Admirals and Sir Baldwin Walker, we visited the Cathedral and the ruins of the palace of the Earl of Orkney and then for a walk, it came on to rain so we returned to Kirkwall and had tea at the hotel, came on board again at 6.30 still raining and cold.





It was damp and cold next day too after having rained all night, then ‘. . . it came on to blow hard and the glass fell, perfectly beastly weather’, but he spent two-and-a-half hours in the afternoon calling on eight of the ships.


It was still ‘Blowing, cold and beastly’ in the diary for Wednesday, 20 July when




The Fleet weighed at 1.30 . . . Cruisers went out first, formed single line ahead to go through the Northern passage, as we were 12th ship astern of Furious we had a pretty lively time, as we were never straight or in station, owing to the tide rips and bad steering of the other cruisers.





Prince Louis of Battenberg had been in Orkney before, apparently in 1892 when he was Chief Secretary to the joint Naval and Military Committee for the Defence of the United Kingdom. He was said to have surveyed possible coast defence positions with other officers but, whatever their conclusions nothing appeared on the ground until after the First World War had begun, by which time, of course, Battenberg was First Sea Lord.2 The visit was probably part of what he called his ‘1000 Forts in 1000 hours’ tour, during which he certainly visited Scotland.3


Nothing concrete had emerged from two previous surveys either, apart from a report by Col. Phillpots, Commanding Royal Engineers, in November 1852 regarding the condition of the Longhope Battery dating from the Napoleonic War.4 Four years later in July 1856 there was another survey. The Orcadian reported – ‘The Government has at last, we are glad to understand, come to a definite resolution on erecting lines of defence along the northeastern coast of Scotland. On Saturday last, Col. Moodie of the Royal Engineers, along with two assistants, arrived here by steamer, and the object of their visit we believe, is to select a site for the erection of a battery. We have not yet heard what spot has been fixed by them.’ And they never did hear, nor did a battery appear unless it was the updating of the Longhope one some years later.


There were surveyors in Flotta again in 1876, and possibly on other islands as well.5 The Flotta correspondent of The Orkney Herald in 1912 recalls that these surveyors raised a number of mounds of earth and stones round the shores, besides chiselling marks in various cornerstones on a number of houses in the island. Some 30 years later, members of the crew of a survey vessel, HMS Triton, landed and also raised heaps of stones round the shores, and they whitewashed the cornerstones of some houses as well.


This period saw the beginning of a defence movement, local in enthusiasm if national in concept – the Volunteers, forebears of the Territorial Army. From this time on they manned what meagre coastal defences Orkney was given, right up to and into World War I, although by 1909 they had become, much against their will, Territorial Army soldiers; and during the war itself many were transferred, also against their will, to the Royal Marines, for in those days the Navy liked to control its own land defences. At the outbreak of World War II their descendants in the TA again manned the still meagre and inadequate defences, both coastal and anti-aircraft, round the Flow, often in batteries on the same sites as those occupied by their fathers a quarter of a century before.


The Volunteer movement, which had a tremendous impact on Orkney’s social life, quite apart from its military aspect, started in 1860 when the first Company of the Orkney Royal Garrison Artillery (Volunteers), the ORGA(V), was formed in Kirkwall, although the Force was not given that official title until 20 years later by which time there were seven Companies or Batteries throughout the islands at Stronsay, Holm, Firth, Evie, Rousay, Stromness, Shapinsay, with a further two in Kirkwall. They trained on 64-pounder muzzle-loading cannon firing at floating targets moored offshore, like the one in Kirkwall Bay, with the guns sited at the old Cromwell’s Fort, near where the Coastguard Station was later established. They held ceremonial parades on such occasions as Royal Birthdays, went to firing camps in the south, to Buddon or Kinghorn on the Forth, and became as proficient with their big guns as with their carbines and rifles. At the Kinghorn camp in June 1907, their last as Volunteers, the Orkney contingent mustered 13 officers and 200 other ranks.6


Much to their chagrin, the Volunteers were disbanded the following year on 1 April – All Fools Day, as The Orcadian pointed out with feeling – and they were offered enrolment in the new Territorial Army being formed under the Haldane Act. The Orkney Volunteers were deeply suspicious of the new set-up, especially as at first it seemed that the local unit would be infantry and not artillery.7 This idea was stoutly opposed by the Orcadians of all ranks, and there was also a feeling that all this might be just the thin end of a wedge leading to conscription. In any case they had always been gunners, and gunners they wished to remain. The powers-that-be gave way. An agreement between the Admiralty and the War Office allowed the Orkney men to retain their artillery status, and they were asked to form seven companies of Royal Garrison Artillery which represented a third of the RGA Force in the whole of Scotland.8 And within less than four months, two 4.7-inch breech-loading quick-firing guns were landed at Kirkwall Pier from the SS St Rognvald and were then installed forthwith at Cromwell’s Fort on the Munt for practice.9


Others followed for the West Mainland units. But in spite of these enticements of new and more modern equipment, not all the old Volunteers transferred to the new TA. At the beginning of 1908 there had been nine companies of the 1st ORGA(V), with 32 officers and 584 other ranks. In June of the following year, just 14 months after the changeover, the ORGA(T) had a strength of only 19 officers and 353 other ranks, although the establishment was for 533 men in 7 companies. It was also reported that the Orkney Force was short of 7 subalterns for their 1909 annual firing camp, which that year was held at Weyland Farm near the Fort.10


Whether the Orkney RGA was intended for the defence of Scapa Flow is not clear; it must be presumed that it was, but certainly it had no fixed batteries to cover any of the entrances, and the Navy’s attitude towards this potential northern base had, at best, been ambivalent.


But that attitude was to change. Early in 1907, an article in the ‘Naval Annual’ on ‘Strategical Features of the North Sea’ suggested that the Atlantic Fleet should make much more use of, and spend more time in, the vicinity of Orkney and Shetland. It also advocated the establishment and maintenance of a cruiser squadron in these waters, to keep a watchful eye on German activities and trade in the North Sea area. Scapa Flow as such was not specifically mentioned but ‘. . . possibly a good anchorage could be found somewhere in the vicinity of Wick’. Both Peterhead and Rosyth were considered to be too far south to serve this surveillance purpose.11


Not surprisingly, The Orcadian was able to report a few days after the appearance of this suggestion that ‘Rumours are rife that Kirkwall stands high in the estimation of Naval authorities as a suitable place for a naval base’. No confirmation for this rumour was found but it was maintained by the newspaper that ‘Kirkwall is certainly under consideration in connection with some naval arrangements’. Guarded inquiries had been made from the south as to the town’s facilities, it was claimed.12


And the survey vessel HMS Triton was certainly in the area, while later that year, in September 1907, the old 5,760-ton cruiser Furious was in Kirkwall Bay in connection with wireless telegraphy experiments.13


It had also been rumoured that the Fleet might visit Orkney soon after the autumn manoeuvres which were to take place in North of Scotland waters, and indeed 21 warships were seen in the Pentland Firth one day, before the fog came down. Seventeen of them crept through the haar to anchor off Scrabster, but the only report of the Navy being in Orkney was from some fishermen who saw a ‘small warship’ in Inganess Bay.14 No ships of the Navy were seen in Scapa Flow that year. With 1908, however, naval interest in Orkney and Scapa Flow began to gather momentum. HMS Triton was again busily surveying Orkney waters for quite a time, based this time on Stromness.15


In July there were more naval manoeuvres around the islands, during which Wick was reported ‘captured’ in a mock battle, and eleven battleships had been sighted going east through the Pentland Firth earlier in the year.16


And the Navy did eventually arrive in Orkney, and in some force, with a depot ship and the Eastern Destroyer Flotilla dropping anchor in Scapa Bay on 26 July – 27 ships in all. It was understood they were to stay for a month, and local contractors were kept busy supplying them with the 1,500 lbs of bread, 1,500 lbs of beef and 3,000 lbs of potatoes they needed every day. It was also understood that the ships would land 80 to 100 men who would live ashore under ‘war conditions’ – no tents.


The destroyers carried out gunnery practice in the Flow but all was not work and no play, for the officers at least, who were invited to be guests of Kirkwall Town Council at a ball in aid of the Balfour Hospital.17


And it may be that lying in Scapa Bay as they did, they found the new Wason’s buoy on Scapa Skerry, just off the pier, a comforting guiding light when returning from such late-night entertainments as the hospital ball. The buoy had been placed in position in March that year, having been donated by the MP for the Orkney and Shetland landward constituency, Cathcart Wason. He had long advocated putting a warning beacon on this awkwardly-situated skerry in the middle of the bay, as part of the Flow’s defences against shipwreck, but had found no support from the authorities concerned. So, he put up the money himself. The Northern Lighthouse Commissioners, however, graciously agreed to maintain it once it was in position.18


It was in 1909, however, that the navy really began to use Scapa Flow, and Orkney generally. From April onwards until well into October that year there were naval vessels in or around the islands, sometimes in large numbers, as, for instance, in April when 82 warships, comprising 38 large ships and 44 destroyers manned by a total of over 20,000 men, sailed into the Flow through Hoxa Sound in four divisions, led by the great battleship Dreadnought herself wearing the flag of Admiral Sir William May.


‘An Imposing Spectacle; Flotta Encircled by Warships’, wrote that island’s correspondent in The Orcadian, describing the Fleet’s stately progress on its way to anchor in Scapa Bay on the north side of the Flow. The Atlantic Fleet was there, too, under command of Prince Louis of Battenberg, no stranger to Orkney. He was, of course, father of Earl Mountbatten, who also knew the Flow, serving in it during the first War like so many naval officers and again in World War II when he commanded a flotilla of destroyers led by his own famous Kelly which I once heard described by a navyman as ‘the most efficient thing afloat’.


The Fleets caused intense interest among Orcadians, who flocked to Scapa’s various shores to see this vast armada. Boat trips round the ships were organised from Kirkwall, Stromness and St Margaret’s Hope, and the two burghs declared a public holiday so that people could take advantage of them.


The local supply contractors were almost run off their feet – R. Garden for bread, James Leith for beef and J.T. Harcus and J. & W. Tait for vegetables and other victuals. Some of the ships sailed again after only four days but the repair ship Cyclops, hospital ship Maine and the distilling ship Aquaris to supply fresh water, all arrived along with the Admiralty yacht Surprise. It looked as if the Navy had decided to use the Flow seriously, for they engaged in gunnery and exercised in it frequently until the end of May, the longest period they had ever spent there.19


Negotiations were also opened for the acquisition of ground in Burray on which to construct a golf course for officers, ‘as a visit of the Fleet to Scapa Flow waters is now to be so frequent that the officers wish for a course of their own’, wrote The Orcadian. Up till now they had been playing on the Kirkwall course, and in gratitude for the use of this facility the Fleet Destroyer Flotilla presented the Orkney Golf Club with a silver challenge trophy still known and played for as the Flotilla Cup.


Provost Baikie and local dignitaries dined on board the flagship HMS Dreadnought, many bluejackets were ashore on liberty passes, or for various sporting fixtures, and there were dances both ashore and on the ships. Some of the destroyers came round to Kirkwall Bay and held gunnery practice in the Bay of Firth. It was certainly a stirring time for the islands. Still, there was no word of any permanent defences being installed to protect the Flow – golf courses, perhaps, but batteries, no.20


The battleship New Zealand did land two detachments of bluejackets at Scapa Pier one day, complete with two 12-pounder guns with which they came at the double all the way to Grainshore and engaged a target moored in Kirkwall Bay with shrapnel – but no permanent gunsites were installed.


And in spite of the buoy so thoughtfully provided on Scapa Skerry by Mr Cathcart Wason MP, the destroyer Itchen managed to ground on it, though fortunately with little damage except to naval pride.21 Itchen was not so lucky a little later when, apparently accident-prone, she ran aground on the Head of Work when returning to Kirkwall Bay after a night exercise, and had to be towed off by other naval craft, badly holed and making water forward. After a court-martial at Chatham in December, her commander was found ‘not guilty of negligence’ but ‘guilty of suffering the vessel to be stranded by default’, and severely reprimanded.


The Fleet sailed from Orkney in mid-May, leaving ‘the town very quiet’, according to The Orcadian. But four weeks later they were back, 8 battleships, 7 cruisers and 27 destroyers, returning to Scapa with the depot ship of the Second Destroyer Flotilla, Blake, and the repair ship Assistance.22


Almost inevitably, all this naval activity produced a spy scare. The Flotta news in The Orcadian reported a ‘Mysterious Visitor’ to the island in June when the Fleet was in the Flow. Described as a ‘somewhat foreign-looking gent in a Norfolk jacket with binocular slung from his shoulder’, he landed from a Caithness fishing yawl whose crew had rowed him across the Pentland Firth from Huna. He was, according to the Flotta correspondent, ‘a not unnaval looking man’, who went at once to the highest point of the island from which vantage point he scanned intently the lines of warships anchored in Scapa Bay.


He spoke, it was said, ‘very London English’ but with a foreign accent. He asked for something to eat and paid ‘munificently’ before going back across the Firth. The Caithness crew of his boat knew nothing about him, not even his name, but he had been staying in Caithness and had been out with them fishing on several occasions. Speculation was rife in Flotta as to his identity and the purpose of his visit.23 The first of so many ‘mysterious visitors’ throughout the history of Scapa Flow as a naval base, even into World War II with its ‘mysterious watchmaker’ who never existed, this one vanished after crossing the Firth and was never heard of again.


Warships were back in Orkney in the end of August, 1909, when 17 destroyers and a couple of cruisers – or rather a cruiser, Sapphire, and a ‘scout’, Skirmisher, which were attached to the Second Destroyer Flotilla – arrived in Kirkwall Bay. They were later joined by the Nore Destroyer Flotilla, which stayed there or in the Flow, usually with Longhope as headquarters, until mid-October. A ‘scout’ was a light cruiser which acted as a flotilla leader.


There now seemed to be a possibility that Orkney would become at least a permanent destroyer base.


Towards the end of the year, there were speculations in the national press about the possibility, even probability, that Scapa Flow would become a much bigger permanent base than just one for destroyer flotillas. The Daily Record and The Daily Mail thought the Admiralty was going to base the Fleet there to ‘put a stopper in the North Sea Bottle’. This would contain the German naval threat but land defences would be needed, and one suggestion was for a heavy battery on Dunnet Head in Caithness.


Lloyds News stated that ‘With the Home Fleet spending most of its time at Scapa Flow the North Sea will be effectively bottled’. Rosyth was too far south and would be a cul-de-sac unless a Forth-Clyde canal capable of taking capital ships, like the Kiel Canal on the other side of the North Sea, were to be constructed. The Daily Mail on the subject of ‘Orkney Naval Base’ wrote about Kirkwall as getting a wireless station; Scapa Flow becoming a first-class naval base; and Wick a secondary base with a wireless station.


The Daily Telegraph and the Naval and Military Record, however, both discounted these speculations. It would not become a first-class naval base but would continue to be used as a ‘rendezvous base’ and for gunnery and torpedo practice as during the current year’s manoeuvres. The only foundation for the rumours of a base at Scapa, these papers maintained, was the plan (which had indeed been discussed) for Scapa Pier to be extended for the convenience of the Fleet – nothing more. ‘There is no intention to carry out extensive works, these being unnecessary,’ stated the Naval and Military Record quite emphatically, and, as it eventually turned out, wrongly.
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