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PREFACE


I believe it was the late Margaret Pratt who coined the phrase ‘The Aristocracy of the Brave’. It was to have been the title of a book about the Victoria Cross, which she spent years assiduously researching but sadly did not live to write. In so far as it ranks the holders of the country’s highest honour at the summit of martial valour, it is both apt and gloriously evocative, conjuring images of a worldly Valhalla. Personally, though, I prefer the description proffered by the Prince of Wales, the future King Edward VIII, during his address to the assembled ranks of recipients gathered at the grand VC reunion dinner staged at the House of Lords in 1929. In his speech, he referred to ‘the most democratic and at the same time the most exclusive of all orders of chivalry – the most enviable Order of the Victoria Cross’. This, to me, is the essence of a distinction that transcends class and rank, age and reputation, and serves to honour the virtues of leadership, selflessness and undaunted valour.


Such principles and qualities are manifest in the rich diversity of award-winners from the Senior Service during the First World War. The Royal Navy and its associated branches produced in Jack Cornwell and Frederick Parslow the conflict’s youngest and oldest recipients of the Victoria Cross. It also produced heroes of all ranks, from seaman to captain, and from every strata of society. Furthermore, the awards bear testament to the resourcefulness and adaptability of the service’s officers and men. During the First World War, naval servicemen were awarded VCs for feats of outstanding bravery on land and in the air as well as at sea. And, for the first time, the country’s highest honour was given for acts of daring performed by a new maritime branch: the Submarine Service. Indeed, the variety of vessels in which Crosses were earned was never greater. They ranged from battleships to a humble sailing smack and included cruisers, destroyers, motor-launches, riverboats, converted colliers, a steam drifter and even a horse transport.


In all, forty-eight VCs were awarded to the men of the Royal Navy, Royal Naval Reserve, Royal Naval Volunteer Reserve, Royal Naval Air Service, Royal Naval Division, Royal Marine Light Infantry and Royal Marine Artillery – a relatively small number compared to the hundreds won by soldiers. This reflects not only the limited opportunities for acts of individual daring but also the high standards and sometimes parsimonious attitudes prevalent in the higher echelons of the service. This book tells the stories of the forty-two recipients whose awards resulted from naval operations as opposed to those won by aviators (R.A.J. Warneford and R.B. Davies) and by seamen and marines fighting in what were effectively army operations (W.R. Parker, F.W. Lumsden, D.M.W. Beak and G. Prowse). These have been covered by other books in this series.


A breakdown of these forty-two awards reveals that twenty-three went to regulars (including two wartime volunteers), nine to RNR men, five to the RNVR, two to the Merchant Navy (though both men were given ante-dated RNR commissions), two to the RMLI and one to the RMA. In all, thirty-two were gained by officers – an unusually high proportion, perhaps reflecting the greater degree of responsibility and influence that ships’ officers and particularly captains have in any given action.


The engagements in which the VCs were earned were widely spread in theatres as far apart as the Atlantic and Mesopotamia, East Africa and the North Sea, and reflect the multiplicity of roles performed by the Senior Service as well as the changing pattern of naval warfare. A conflict that was, in part, a consequence of the tensions arising from an arms race conducted in the shipyards of Britain and Germany, where huge battleships were built by the score, produced barely a handful of fleet actions. As a result, only five VCs were awarded for ‘big ship’ actions (two of which went to destroyer captains), four of them in a single day’s fighting at Jutland, and a figure matched by volunteers from the Grand Fleet engaged at Zeebrugge. This contrasts sharply with the fourteen VCs earned in either combating or waging submarine warfare, a figure which rises to twenty-five, and more than half the total, if you count also the eleven Crosses given for the operations aimed at denying enemy submarines access to the sea via the Belgian ports of Zeebrugge and Ostend. Of these, no fewer than eight went to officers and men manning Special Service vessels, better known as Q-ships – for the most part converted colliers carrying concealed guns. It was a mode of warfare which required cool heads, brave hearts and calculating leaders willing to risk self-destruction in their attempts to trap enemy submarines.


The navy’s greatest Q-ship exponent was Gordon Campbell, an officer whose career was going nowhere fast until his transfer to decoy work. In the course of the next two years, he sank three submarines, lost two ships with a third badly damaged, and earned the VC and three DSOs to make him the most highly decorated naval hero of the war. For Campbell, courage appeared to be instinctive, almost an extension of duty. In this, he was little different from a host of naval officers who earned the highest award: men like Eric Robinson, one of Roger Keyes’s ‘thrusters’ in the Dardanelles; Edward Unwin, who risked his life time and time again on the shores of Cape Helles; the submariner Martin Nasmith; William Loftus Jones, who fought on though his leg had been shattered; and Victor Crutchley, whose great courage was displayed in three ships in a single night. But there were other kinds of heroism performed by men who viewed war as something of an adventure. George Drewry, one of the young midshipmen heroes of V Beach, was one such. So, too, were George Samson and Rowland Bourke, the latter a young English-born Canadian whose eyesight was so poor that the Army had rejected him as unfit for service. He was not the only unlikely recipient of the VC. Geoffrey Drummond, a frail-looking motor-launch captain, described himself as a ‘professional invalid’ before the war, yet showed remarkable endurance and enormous courage in rescuing the crew of a blockship at Ostend despite wounds so serious he almost bled to death.


What unites each of them is a rare defiance, an unwavering bravery against the odds, whether battling through a maze of minefields, underwater nets, patrol boats and shore batteries to reach the Sea of Marmora or taking on an enemy battleship in a tiny steam drifter. It is often said that acts of courage in triumphant engagements are more readily recognised than those in failures, but the opposite seems to be true of the navy, at least as far as the First World War was concerned. Of the forty-two VC actions examined here only eight could be said to have ended in triumph, while perhaps eleven more may be regarded as partial successes. Victory or failure, every one of them represented triumphs of the human spirit.


In precisely a third of these cases that triumph was achieved at the cost of the recipients’ lives, beginning with William Williams, the first posthumous naval award in the history of the decoration, and including Charles Cowley, who survived the action only to be murdered by his Turkish captors. Among those who did not live to receive the honours their courage so richly merited were Frederick Parslow and Tom Crisp, whose sons were also participants in the actions in which their fathers were killed. Parslow’s gallantry in command of the Anglo-Californian, a horse transport, was significant for another reason: it helped bring about a change in the VC Warrant, making members of the Mercantile Marine eligible for the highest award.


To each of the forty-two men covered in this book, the Victoria Cross represented a passport to fame. For some this was short-lived and extended little further than their own locality. For others, it lasted a lifetime and beyond, as in the case of Norman Holbrook, the first submariner VC who had the distinction of having a town in Australia named after him. As celebrity goes, however, this was as nothing compared with the adulation bordering on mass hysteria which followed the posthumous award of the VC to the 16-year-old boy seaman, Jack Cornwell. The most famous of all naval VCs of the First World War, and possibly of any war, he provided a war-weary nation with an inspiring symbol of sacrifice and devotion to duty that one can only pray will never be required again.


I hope that this book will go some way to ensuring that his courageous example, along with all the other lesser-known heroes from Henry Ritchie to Harold Auten, will not be forgotten.




H.P. RITCHIE


Dar-es-Salaam, 28 November 1914
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The Helmuth trailed a white wake through shimmering waters freckled with coral reefs. Ahead, the channel twisted past palm-fringed creeks as it meandered towards the harbour of Dar-es-Salaam, the Kaiser’s ‘Abode of Peace’. The war was almost four months old, yet it seemed part of another world. Everything about the white-washed colonial port, capital of Germany’s East African empire, seemed calm. To the crew of the small armed tug, Dar-es-Salaam on the morning of 28 November 1914 represented a tropical idyll at odds with the conflict in which they were engaged. Petty Officer Thomas Clark would never forget the beguiling beauty of that African scene:





Before us lay the wide sweep of the white pebbly beach fringed with waving palms above the top of which could be seen the houses of the town. Here and there massed clusters of red and purple bougainvillaea added splashes of colour to their gleaming white exteriors. The sun beat down from a torrid sky, blue as turquoise … The houses on the shores, with their green shutters and shady verandahs, appeared utterly deserted …





To Surgeon Ernest Holtom, the town’s verandahs appeared ‘cool and inviting’.


A young midshipman aboard one of the ships anchored in the bay was so struck by the apparently ‘harmless’ scene that he found himself recoiling at the prospect of being a participant in its ruination. ‘It was rather an awful thought that we might have to shatter and destroy those quiet-looking houses in which lived women, and worst of all – children,’ he confessed. ‘War is a ghastly thing, and it seems so wantonly stupid … ’


It was to avoid such a catastrophe that Dr Heinrich Schnee, Governor of German East Africa, had sought to keep the colony out of the war. He had even entered into a local agreement with the British, under which the port’s neutrality was recognised in return for granting the Royal Navy rights to inspect shipping trapped in the harbour. But his unauthorised pact was repudiated by the colony’s military commander and ignored by the captain of the light cruiser Konigsberg, which had slipped out of Dar-es-Salaam shortly before the declaration of war.


The first blow was struck by the Konigsberg on 20 September. In a surprise attack on Zanzibar, she reduced the elderly cruiser Pegasus to a smoking hulk. Six weeks later, Lieutenant-Colonel Paul von Lettow-Vorbeck dented British prestige still further when he routed a bungled amphibious assault on Tanga. Not until November did the British have good news to cheer, with the discovery of the Konigsberg in her jungle lair, deep inside the Rufigi delta, almost 100 miles south of Dar-es-Salaam.


Thus far, the ‘Abode of Peace’, ostensibly a demilitarised zone since Schnee’s pledge, had been largely untouched by the conflict. However, Admiral Herbert King-Hall, C.-in-C. Cape of Good Hope, had grown increasingly concerned about the ships trapped there: the 5000-ton steamer Konig, the 6000-ton Feldmarschall, the Tabora, an 8000-ton liner apparently converted into a hospital ship, and a small steamer bearing the Kaiser’s name. A floating dock had been sunk in the main channel, but it was unclear how much of an obstacle it was. Fearing that any one of the vessels could run supplies through to the Konigsberg or be used to block British ports further along the coast, the admiral decided to revisit Dar-es-Salaam. Plans were made to venture into the harbour to inspect and immobilise the merchantmen under cover of the Goliath, an out-moded and newly arrived battleship, and HMS Fox, a light cruiser. Though modest in scale, the operation was to have far-reaching repercussions and would result in the award of the first naval Victoria Cross of the war.


Heading the naval demolition parties was Commander Henry Ritchie. At 38, he was Goliath’s second most senior officer and had been given the independent though temporary command of the small cable ship Duplex which had been recently converted into an armed auxiliary. Although painfully slow, she was thought more than adequate for inshore operations. She was to be accompanied by the Helmuth, a former German tug boasting a 3-pounder gun, two machine-guns and an eventful war record. Seized in Zanzibar at the war’s outset, she had already survived the Konigsberg’s attack and endured the ignominy of Tanga. By 6 a.m. on 28 November she was back in familiar waters off Makatumbe island.


A German deputation came aboard the Fox under a white flag of truce and Captain F.W. Caulfeild, senior naval officer, explained his mission. He told the German party that the local agreement had not been ratified by the British government and that steps were to be taken to ensure the ‘disablement’ of the various ships as well as rendering useless or commandeering ‘any small craft and floating stores that might be made use of against us’. Caulfeild made it plain that the Tabora would be treated as a prize of war and not as a hospital ship, although he stressed that any demolition operations would only be carried out with the approval of a British medical officer who would be sent aboard. Any opposition, he warned, would be met with the ‘strongest measures’. The interview ended on a curious note. ‘The acting Governor, to my surprise,’ commented Caulfeild, ‘asked me whether our boats would carry on their operations under the white flag to which I returned an answer in the negative.’


The operation finally got under way around 10 a.m. But by then the plan had already miscarried. First the Duplex had broken down and then the Goliath’s picket boat had blundered on to a reef. Forced to transfer his command to the Helmuth, Cdr Ritchie led off towards the harbour, his demolition party divided between the tug and Goliath’s following steam pinnace. White flags were seen near East Ferry Point and the scene was peaceful. Rounding Ras-Makabe Point, Helmuth swept past the Tabora, Red Cross flags fluttering at her mast, and made for the Konig and Feldmarschall, further along the creek. Both vessels were boarded, charges placed and the crews, mainly Lascars, taken off and placed under guard in lifeboats. Fifteen minutes before the first charge was due to be fired, they were interrupted by the sudden appearance of a launch drawing alongside the Konig. Aboard her was the Port Captain. A bizarre ‘consultation’ followed, in which the German official insisted on observing their inspection while a perplexed Ritchie reminded him that they were at war. Eventually, having learned what they were about, the German official departed, leaving Ritchie to continue his mission.


About this time, Goliath’s steam pinnace arrived with the other half of the demolition party, led by Lieutenant-Commander John Paterson. Leaving them to finish the task, Ritchie boarded the Helmuth and, with a pulling boat, went on down the creek, only to run aground. Eventually, having transferred stores to the other boat, Helmuth wriggled clear and Ritchie returned to the two steamers. Paterson’s party were placing the final charge on the Feldmarschall, so Ritchie transferred to the steam pinnace and made another run down to the Kaiser Wilhelm II. There, while charges were being fixed, he made a disturbing discovery: scattered on the upper deck were several clips of Mauser bullets, including some with their points sawn off. ‘The ship was nearly ready for service, the ship’s boats were on shore,’ wrote Ritchie. ‘It was decidedly suspicious, the crew had evidently gone to take up arms. I seized the ship’s papers and also any German charts I could find.’ He was not, however, to be deflected.


Leaving the steamer, Ritchie’s party set about destroying a floating crane, a lighter loaded with pumping machinery, and three water tanks. Finally, as added protection against any mischief, they gathered together five lighters, lashing one each side of the pinnace and taking the remainder in tow, before slowly returning along the shallow waterway towards the inner harbour. Passing the Konig and Feldmarschall, they saw no sign of life. The Helmuth, its mission apparently complete, had gone, and Goliath’s pinnace, labouring under the strain of the attached lighters, was barely able to make 2 knots as she followed the twisting creek towards the sea.


At that moment, the ‘Abode of Peace’ erupted with bursts of fire from both sides of the harbour entrance. The shooting was directed at the Fox’s steam cutter, which had been inspecting the sunken dock. Caulfeild, who was aboard, wrote: ‘Bullets were raining over and into the boat and through and against the thin iron plates rigged on either side of the boiler and around the coxswain.’ Two seamen fell, but the coxswain, although twice wounded, steered out of harm’s way. Then, as they neared the Fox, another explosion of firing came from the harbour’s mouth. The target this time was the Helmuth. Towing two lifeboats filled with prisoners, she seemed to Caulfeild to be the ‘centre of a hail of rifle, maxim, pom-pom (or small field gun) fire’. Lieut C.J. Charlewood, who was aboard the Helmuth, later recalled the shattering fusillade as the ‘whistle and crack of bullets’ combined with the ‘deafening hiss of escaping steam’:





Our first casualty was the helmsman [he wrote], who collapsed with a bullet wound in his neck. With great courage and promptitude two seamen got him out of the wheelhouse and dragged him to a place of comparative safety. The naval officer in command seized the wheel, but was struck on the hand in less than a minute. Then I took over and, by great good fortune, managed unscathed to coax the tug through that inferno.





So numerous were the holes peppering her hull and funnel that when they were eventually plugged, she resembled ‘a porcupine’. Charlewood could scarcely believe his luck. He wrote: ‘I have never understood how we missed running aground in the narrow entrance or avoided colliding with the sunken drydock, for I think we passed on the un-surveyed side of this.’ In all, five men, including her commander, had been wounded, and there were two further casualties among the prisoners in the lifeboats. They included the chief engineer of the Konig, who, when asked where he had been hit, replied with some venom, ‘The bloody bomm!’


With Helmuth’s escape, attention then shifted to the fate of Ritchie’s boat. ‘We realised that the pinnace could hardly survive such heavy fire as Helmuth had experienced,’ wrote Charlewood, ‘but we were confident that the Commander would not surrender without a fight.’ Worryingly, as Goliath and Fox rained destruction on the Governor’s palace and the buildings lining the seafront, there was no sign of the small craft. We last encountered her, screened by steel lighters, making for the harbour entrance. Nearing the Tabora, Ritchie slipped three lighters he was towing in order to gain speed. As he did so, he suddenly noticed a small boat shoving off from Tabora. Aboard was Surgeon Holtom, who had been put aboard Tabora to check her credentials as a hospital ship, and a native crew. But just as Ritchie diverted to pick him up, heavy fire broke out from both sides of the creek. The commander was now faced with a dilemma. ‘I could not get alongside of Surgeon Holtom owing to the difficulty of steering, and the boat swinging round on its own axis,’ he later explained. ‘Surgeon Holtom could not get alongside … as the crew insisted in paddling for the “Taborah” [sic].’ So, instead, he took the difficult decision to ignore him and press on ‘with the object of drawing all the fire on the steam pinnace’.


In this, he was entirely successful. The small boat was peppered by pom-pom, machine-gun and rifle fire. Indeed, the range was so short and the pinnace’s speed so slow it was impossible to miss. Sub-Lieutenant Lionel Lloyd fell dangerously wounded. Then two seamen were hit. All around was a scene of confusion, as the deafening roar of the Royal Navy’s retaliatory bombardment mingled with the rattle of gunfire. To PO Clark, the pinnace’s coxswain, ‘it seemed that a veritable hornets’ nest lay hidden behind the waving coconut trees’. Far from silencing the German guns, the shelling merely provoked a fiercer response. ‘Bullets whistled overhead,’ wrote Clark. ‘Some rattled against the iron plates which had been rigged for the protection of the boilers and myself by the wheel amidships. Others shattered the woodwork of the lighters.’


The bullet-swept vessel forged on through a hail of fire that fortunately contrived to miss her vitals. The sea drew near, but rounding Ras-Makabe Point, she became the target for every weapon that could bear, including a 2-inch field gun. Clark recorded:





Cdr Ritchie sat calmly in the boat alongside myself through it all until a piece of shell struck his arm and he doubled up with a groan. The rest of the crew … and the demolition party were sheltering in the lighters. The next minute I was hit … and my place had to be taken by Able Seaman Upton. Then Upton was hit, and I, my wound temporarily dressed, went back to my old post. It was now clear that only by means of skilful handling would the little pinnace negotiate the most difficult part of the channel which lay ahead, and Cdr Ritchie, although he had been wounded several times since he was struck by the first piece of shell and was suffering great pain, scrambled towards the wheel and himself took charge of the steering operations. Meanwhile, I was trying to get our machine-gun, which had jammed, to work again …





The pinnace was a shambles. Most of the crew lay wounded and she was still drawing a fearful fire. Yet Ritchie, with Clark’s help, succeeded in bringing her beyond East Ferry Point, where, in grim irony, white flags still flew. But as they neared the harbour’s mouth, Ritchie was hit again, this time through the leg, and he sank to the deck, having brought his little boat through the worst of the fire. Leading Seaman Wilcox immediately took the helm, but the drama was not yet over. ‘Owing to not knowing the direction to take we ran aground twice and nearly a third time,’ wrote Gunner J. Egan. ‘The third time it was decided to get the wounded into [the] steam pinnace from the lighters and slip lighters and ship’s boat, which was accordingly done.’


Four distress rockets were fired, and Capt. Caulfeild, who had abandoned all hope of Ritchie’s safe return, brought down covering fire. Two cutters, one from Goliath and the other from Fox, went to the pinnace’s aid, but before they arrived she floated clear, cast off the remaining lighters and shaped for Goliath. When she bumped alongside, Ritchie and Clark were lying on the deck ‘simply smothered in blood and barely conscious’. Hoisted aboard, his face ‘absolutely white’, Ritchie was immediately taken below where he was found to have wounds in both arms, his left leg and left thigh. It was around 5.30 p.m., and the desperate escape from the ‘jaws of death’ was finally over.


The balance sheet revealed three vessels disabled, a variety of harbour installations destroyed and thirty-five men captured at a cost of one man killed, fourteen wounded and twelve missing. It later transpired that the latter, who included Surgeon Holtom, Lt Cdr Paterson and most of his demolition party, were prisoners. Paterson’s men were victims of a misunderstanding between Ritchie and Helmuth’s captain. Each thought the other was to have picked them up, with the result that neither did.


Two days later, the Royal Navy returned to Dar-es-Salaam in vengeful mood. After a morning’s wait without reply to their flag of truce, Goliath and Fox began a systematic bombardment of the port that left fires raging along the seafront. The action served no military purpose and conspired only to stiffen resistance. Hardly had they departed than a war of words began; the British accused the Germans of abusing the white flag and the Germans claimed the British had broken their agreement by sending more than one vessel into the harbour. Even then, they claimed that Captain Friedrich von Kornatzki had only opened fire after the crews of the Konig and the Feldmarschall had been ‘kidnapped’. It emerged that only two days before the operation, Schnee had sanctioned resistance to any attack.


Amid recriminations on both sides, one thing was certain. The men who ran the gauntlet of fire out of Dar-es-Salaam had shown incredible courage. Of nine gallantry awards granted, three went to the men in Goliath’s steam pinnace. Able Seaman George Upton, later lost when Goliath was torpedoed in the Dardanelles, was awarded the Distinguished Service Medal, but Vice-Admiral R.H. Peirse, C.-in-C. East Indies, writing on 9 January 1915, selected three men for special distinction: Leading Seaman Thomas Gallagher, coxswain of the Fox’s steam cutter, PO Clark, the pinnace’s coxswain, and Cdr Ritchie, who had ‘stuck to his post’ until ‘incapacitated’ by his eighth wound. Clark and Gallagher were both recommended for Conspicuous Gallantry Medals while Ritchie was put in for a Distinguished Service Order. Both CGMs were granted, but Ritchie’s award was upgraded, although by whom is not clear, to a Victoria Cross, which was gazetted on 10 April 1915.
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Henry Peel Ritchie, the first naval VC of the war (but the second to be gazetted), was born at 1 Melville Gardens, Edinburgh, on 29 January 1876, the son of Dr Robert Peel Ritchie and Mary (née Anderson). He attended George Watson’s Boys’ College in Edinburgh (1883–85), where he distinguished himself at football, fencing and boxing, and Blair College before joining HMS Britannia as a cadet on 15 January 1890.


Ritchie was serving as a midshipman aboard the battleship HMS Camperdown when she was involved in a disastrous collision with HMS Victoria during fleet manoeuvres off the Syrian coast in June 1893. Victoria sank with the loss of 358 lives, including the commander-in-chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, Vice-Admiral Sir George Tryon, but the damaged Camperdown survived to reach Malta. Qualifying as a gunnery officer, Ritchie earned high praise while serving on the San Paulo for a brave attempt to save a drowning seaman. Promoted lieutenant on 30 June 1896, he later served as a junior staff officer at Sheerness Gunnery School; he went on to become Army and Navy lightweight boxing champion in 1900 and was runner-up the following year.


On 31 March 1902 he married Christiana (Chrissie) Lilian Jardine, the only daughter of James Aikman, a wine merchant, at St Cuthbert’s Church, Edinburgh. They had two daughters.


Ritchie was appointed to the Goliath on 14 March 1911, and by the end of the year had been promoted commander. Following the outbreak of war, he served as second-in-command, operating in the Channel as part of the 4th Battle Squadron, before being ordered to East Africa, arriving in the autumn of 1914.


Following the bloody action on 28 November, Cdr Ritchie spent six weeks in hospital at Zanzibar, before being sent back to England where he made a rapid recovery. By 13 February doctors at Plymouth Hospital were reporting his wounds as healed, with the only obvious sign of his ordeal being a deformed right thumb! Ironically, the injuries he sustained at Dar-es-Salaam almost certainly saved his life. For had he not been hospitalised, he would almost certainly have been aboard the Goliath on 12–13 May 1915, when she was attacked and sunk by a Turkish destroyer with the loss of more than two-thirds of her crew. Instead, Ritchie returned to duty in the same month that the Goliath met her end.


Cdr Ritchie received his Victoria Cross from King George V at Buckingham Palace on 25 November 1916, almost two years to the day after his East African exploit. Promoted acting captain, he retired the following year and was promoted captain on the retired list after the armistice.


A taciturn man with a sharp temper, he was a forbidding figure to many junior officers who saw him as something of a martinet, though such views were by no means universally held. A midshipman who served with him aboard Goliath wrote: ‘Ritchie had the reputation for being very strict, but I always found him most fair.’


He retired to Edinburgh, living at Craig Royston House, Davidson’s Mains, until shortly before his sudden death on 9 December 1958, at the age of 82. His body was cremated at Warriston after a funeral service in the Cloister Chapel. Almost half a century on, no memorial tablet is thought to exist to commemorate the hero of the ‘Abode of Peace’.




N.D. HOLBROOK


Sari Sighlar Bay, The Dardanelles,


13 December 1914
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Tension had given way to relief, but the backwash of excitement had barely subsided as the high-spirited commander of HM Submarine B11 tried to put into words the most extraordinary few hours of his life. Norman Holbrook and his crew were the toast of the navy’s Mediterranean Detached Squadron for a feat unparalleled in war: the destruction of an enemy battleship in one of the most heavily defended waterways in the world. In an exuberant letter to his parents, the 26-year-old submariner told of being showered with congratulations for his ‘stunt’ and signed off with a mixture of modesty and ebullience: ‘Wasn’t it a bit of luck? All I can say is, lay on McDuff, I am ready for the next …’


The reaction of some of his crew was more subdued. Leading Seaman Wilfrid ‘Fred’ Mortimer was merely grateful to be alive. ‘Honestly speaking,’ he confided, ‘there was not a man expected to see daylight again when we went below on the Sunday morning to dive … It was a 9 hours’ wonder, expecting to be blown up any minute.’


On the face of it, B11 was an unlikely contender for a place of honour in submarine history. Built in 1906, she measured 140ft, carried only four torpedoes and was driven by a sixteen-cylinder petrol engine which gave her a maximum surface speed of 12 knots and a top speed submerged of about 6 knots – but even that could be attained only fitfully owing to the constraints of her limited battery power. Conditions on board were primitive. There were no dividing bulkheads. The seating and bedding were portable and ventilation for the crew’s quarters was non-existent so that the air reeked of slops and stale sweat laced with petrol. ‘Sometimes,’ observed Admiral Sir William Jameson in his book on submariner VCs, ‘the fumes caused a form of drunkenness. It was a little like living inside the bonnet of a motor car.’ Certainly there was almost as little space. Even a crew of two officers and thirteen ratings was sufficient to make her seem overcrowded. When war broke out, B11 was already effectively obsolete. Yet she was still, by virtue of a new battery, the best-equipped of three B-class boats that slipped into Tenedos on 6 September 1914.


Turkey was still at peace and the little fleet’s role was to keep a watch on the Dardanelles, one of Europe’s most sensitive waterways, 15 miles distant. In particular, they were to guard against a breakout by the battlecruiser Goeben and the light cruiser Breslau, which had eluded the combined might of the Allied Mediterranean fleets to reach Constantinople. For a time, B9, B10 and B11, under the overall command of Lieutenant-Commander George Pownall, were the only submarines in a fleet dominated by the French. Their work was dull and wearisome. Throughout October, they patrolled the mouth of the Dardanelles from dawn to dusk, two days on and one day off. It was a routine that continued after 5 November when the stand-off turned into a war.


Their burden was eased by the arrival of two French submarines, and a spirit of friendly rivalry was quickly formed as the two allies competed for the ‘honour’ of making the first raid into the lower Dardanelles. The idea of such an operation was said to have come from the French, who were the first to go beyond Sedd el Bahr. But that feat was soon dwarfed by Holbrook’s chase of a torpedo-boat 4 miles into the mouth of the Dardanelles. The next step was to strike right through the Straits and attack enemy shipping around Chanak, where a sliver of water separated Europe from Asia Minor.


The operation presented an immense challenge. Naval historian W.G. Carr compared it to attempting to ‘cross the Sahara in a 1909 Ford’. The narrow corridor was covered by a rash of forts and coastal batteries and there were reports of five lines of mines spread across the fairway, though their location was not known. Patrolled by day, the waters were lit at night by a cordon of searchlights. And to add to the problems, nothing was known about the strength or the direction of the current at varying depths. All that Pownall knew for certain was that the surface current was fast – 4 knots through the Narrows and 2–3 knots from the Narrows to Kum Kale – and that for a submerged B-class submarine to make any headway it would have to run at close on its highest speed, placing enormous strain on its batteries. There was, as Captain C.P.R. Coode, Pownall’s immediate commander, acknowledged, only one choice among the British boats: B11 with its brand new battery.


As senior officer, Pownall was originally chosen to lead the attempt, but this was thought unfair on Holbrook, who was equally keen to make the first try. He later recalled:





Well, of course, I was young and foolish in those days and I said, ‘Oh yes, I’ll have a crack at it. Certainly, I’d like to.’ But, of course, it was the daftest thing I’ve ever done, because a B-boat could never possibly get there. She hadn’t got the battery power. It was against the tide. Our underwater speed, I believe they say in the books it was eight knots, well, I’ve never known a B-boat do much more than six. And if you were going to do six knots under water, it would last for about half an hour with any luck …





Preparations for the operation began in earnest on 3 December. Engineers started work, fitting a ‘jumping wire’ and improvising makeshift guards around the submarine’s bow cap and hydroplanes to prevent mine moorings fouling the boat. By the second week of December the job was complete. A trial run against a simulated mine mooring was carried out and deemed a success. No amount of testing, however, could disguise the risky nature of the enterprise. Leading Seaman Mortimer, B11’s helmsman, noted that ‘nearly all made out their wills and gave cash to their chums in the other two submarines to forward it on to their parents’.


There was one final addition, not to the boat but to the list of crewmen. Shortly before leaving Tenedos, B11’s small complement was boosted by the arrival of Petty Officer William Milsom. A member of the submarine detachment’s spare crew, he had volunteered specially for the mission. Milsom was an extremely experienced hand, but came with a reputation for drunkenness. One such binge had just cost him three good conduct badges. However, Pownall was convinced his virtues outweighed his vices, even though it meant adding to the congestion aboard the submarine. He later wrote: ‘His qualifications as a Petty Officer have always been excellent except in the matter of sobriety.’


By 12 December everything was ready. At 3 a.m. the next morning, B11 cast off. The sea was calm, the night still, and she was quickly consumed by the darkness. As far as Holbrook and everyone else in B11 was concerned, they were venturing into the unknown against targets only vaguely realised.


When the idea of penetrating the Dardanelles was mooted, the Goeben had been the glittering prize. But her reported location at Constantinople rendered an attack on her impracticable. Sights having been lowered to the waters around Chanak, attention then turned to the Lily Rickmers, a Turkish vessel said to be used as a floating headquarters for German staff officers. Failing that, Holbrook was instructed to attack ‘any other hostile vessel as opportunity might offer’. First, though, he had to negotiate the Lower Straits.


By 4.15 a.m. B11 was within 3 miles of the Dardanelles. Searchlights swept back and forth across the entrance and Holbrook waited for about forty-five minutes until shortly before dawn when the lights were turned off. Then, trimming down, with little more than the conning tower showing above the surface, he approached to within a mile of Cape Helles. Twenty minutes later, having noted various landmarks and believing there to be enough light to see through the periscope, he ordered B11 down to 25ft. The shore was just visible, but no sooner had the boat begun to make way than it was jolted by a strange vibration running through the hull, which caused the periscope to shake. Holbrook slowed the engines, but still the sound remained. There was no option but to surface. Clambering on to the conning tower, he surveyed the boat and discovered that part of the bow guard had sheered off, leaving a twisted claw of metal. To continue was out of the question, but Holbrook was not prepared to abandon the mission. With the sky lightening and the risk of being sighted growing with every minute, he ordered two men to dismantle the bow guard – thought to be essential to their safe passage through the minefields. After an anxious few minutes, the guard fell away and B11 disappeared once more beneath the waves.


Holbrook had worked out his own plan: he intended to hug the steep northern shore where the water ran deep and the current, he hoped, would be less turbulent. ‘Being a fisherman, I knew where the slack water would be, so I kept right in, close to the shore,’ he later said. To check his course, he surfaced every forty-five minutes, taking care to ensure his periscope was up for no more than a few seconds. Progress against the current was painfully slow, hardly more than 2 knots in places, but that was as nothing compared with the difficulties encountered when B11 reached the point where the salt water of the Mediterranean mingled with the fresh water flowing from the Marmora. Holbrook later wrote:





As soon as I got inside the Dardanelles she took full dive helm & 300 on two to keep her down at 60ft. Often she came up as far as 40ft & then went down again without altering the speed or helm. When I wished to bring her up I had to give her full rise helm & speed up to 500 on two & even then I sometimes remained at 20ft for a quarter of an hour or more, before she would come up the remaining five feet to see …





The difficulty in controlling the boat placed a severe strain on the men manning the primitive hand-operated hydroplanes. And it was at this point that Holbrook had reason to be thankful for the last-minute addition of PO Milsom to his crew, as he was able to relieve his coxswain and take over working the important after-hydroplanes.


As B11 gamely struggled on, breakfast was taken in relays. Holbrook found time to consume half a cold lobster, given to him as a leaving present by a French submariner. By 8.30 a.m. B11 was close to the entrance to the Suan Dere River, which Holbrook took as his cue to dive to 80ft to begin the perilous passage beneath the Kephez minefield. For the next hour they travelled blind, oblivious of the whereabouts of the five lines of mines and uncertain even of the distance covered. Taking as a rough guide the revolutions of the propeller shaft, Holbrook judged that they had probably passed Kephez Point. Waiting ten minutes to be sure, he brought B11 to periscope depth.


It was 9.40 a.m. The sun was dancing on the water. A mile away on the Asiatic shore was the shimmering spectacle of Chanak. Holbrook had miscalculated. He was further on than he had anticipated. As the periscope swept round to starboard, he recognised the sweeping outline of Sari Sighlar Bay, occupied by a ‘large two-funnelled vessel’, painted grey and flying the Turkish ensign aft and another flag that he did not recognise from its jackstaff. Momentarily surprised, Holbrook was heard to exclaim: ‘Good God, we are nearly on top of a big ship.’


Only a matter of weeks before the Messudieh had flown the flag of Vice-Admiral Arthur Limpus, head of the British mission to Constantinople. Now, the forty-year-old, 9,120-ton battleship stood guard, at German behest and against Turkish advice, over the Narrows. An obsolete floating fort, she was armed with twelve 6-inch guns and twenty-eight small quick-firers. To Holbrook, she seemed ‘a pity to miss’. As B11 altered course towards the grey bulk, the crew settled into their action stations. LS Mortimer described what followed:





Not knowing who she [the Messudieh] was he gave the order ‘Take her down 60ft, make the tube ready, speed up on the motor, 400 on’. He bring [sic] her to 15ft then gave me the necessary order to get our Bow in shape to fire. Not many seconds elapsed when the order fire was given. At that moment hard to starboard the helm, take her down to 80ft and a few anxious minutes elapsed and we heard such a crash but did not know whether the torpedo had struck her or the shore. So we brought her to 15ft again and the Captain said, ‘We’ve done it’. You should have heard the cheer. She was sinking by the stern and they were planting shot and shell all around us but could not hit our Perescope [sic]. So we dived again, but with difficulty, so all spare hands, baring [sic] people on special duty aft, rushed forward and she went down but was on the bottom and stopped there longer than we wanted her to; was expecting to see a rock come through her at any moment …





In his official report, Holbrook stated:





I was able to see track of torpedo going straight for ship, but the submarine dipped before torpedo hit … Immediately after the explosion the boat came up sufficiently to put the periscope above water, the vessel was then on my starbd beam and opened fire from a number of guns. The boat then dipped and when I got her up again … I had the vessel on my port bow and she appeared to me to be settling down by the stern; no more guns were fired.





Torpedoed from about 800yd, Messudieh rolled over in just seven minutes, her ruptured side showing above the shallow water. Remarkably, given the speed of her demise, only thirty-seven men died from a crew of nearly 700. Many of the survivors were released through holes cut in the exposed hull. Their fate, however, was of less immediate concern to Holbrook than the plight of his own craft.


As B11 dived again, her compass, in Holbrook’s words, ‘chucked its hand in’. According to Mortimer, the glass simply fogged over ‘owing to the boat sweating’. Whatever the cause, Holbrook was mortified. Mortimer heard his captain shout: ‘If you cannot read the Compass we are done.’ Holbrook himself told his parents: ‘All I knew was that I was in the middle of the minefield [and] hadn’t the faintest notion in what direction I was pointing.’


At that moment B11 grounded hard, stern first, at 38ft. Putting the helm hard a-port, Holbrook ordered full speed and the boat scraped clear. By then, he had lost all sense of direction. ‘I was a bit flabbergasted,’ he later admitted. Rising to periscope depth, he discovered they were hemmed in by land on all sides. Judging, as best he could, the way out, he took B11 down again ‘and continued to hit the bottom for ten minutes when luckily I got into deep water’. To his parents, he explained:





I had to come up twice more in the minefield to find out where I was and each time I was practically running ashore, but finally managed to get the boat more or less pointing for the open, the man at the wheel steering by a dirty mark on the compass which was all he could see …





Twenty minutes later a sea horizon appeared on the port side. ‘We made for it,’ Holbrook recorded, ‘and were more or less swept out of the Straits.’ A Turkish torpedo-boat gave chase, but B11 escaped unscathed. Finally, at 2.10 p.m., Holbrook ordered the main ballast blown and the small submarine rose to the surface 2 miles outside the entrance to the Dardanelles. It was not a moment too soon. Although Holbrook reported that ‘the foulness of the air was not noticeable’ while under water, Mortimer insisted that the gasses from the batteries had left the majority of the crew ‘as sick as dogs’. All told, Holbrook reckoned that B11 had been submerged for a total of nine hours, a record for a B-boat.


Everyone at Tenedos was full of praise for the submariners. In Pownall’s estimation, Holbrook had displayed ‘judgement’, ‘skill’ and ‘coolness’, not simply in disposing of the Messudieh but in successfully ‘extricating his boat from a difficult situation’. Even the enemy were impressed. Talking to the American vice-consul a few days later, Vice-Admiral Merten, senior German naval officer in the Dardanelles, described the attack as ‘a mighty clever piece of work’. At a light-hearted ceremony aboard HMS Indefatigable, flagship of the Mediterranean Squadron, fellow submariners presented an amused Holbrook with an over-sized Iron Cross made from cardboard. Vice-Admiral Sackville Carden, however, went one better. On Christmas Eve, he recommended that Holbrook be awarded the Victoria Cross and his crew suitably rewarded for their part in a ‘most gallant’ service.


The awards, including a DSO for Holbrook’s second-in-command, Lieutenant Sidney Winn, and DSMs for the crew, were granted with unusual alacrity, those to the officers being gazetted two days before Carden’s formal recommendation. Seven members of the crew were also put forward for early promotion, although Milsom would have to wait six months and prove his good behaviour before being rated chief petty officer.


Holbrook was taken aback by his honour. Writing to Commodore Roger Keyes, then Head of the Submarine Service, shortly after the raid, he admitted: ‘I feel that the great distinction conferred upon me is too much for the small service I have rendered, as the Messudiyeh [sic] was a very old ship & not much of a loss to the Turks.’


True though this was, it rather missed the point. Holbrook’s remarkable achievement transcended mere collateral damage. The men of the antiquated B11 had proved beyond question that while the difficulties in navigating the Straits under water were immense, they could be overcome with skill, daring and a hefty slice of luck. And where they led, others would soon follow.
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Norman Douglas Holbrook was born in Southsea on 9 July 1888, the fourth son in a family of six boys and four girls to Colonel, later Sir, Arthur Richard Holbrook and Amelia Mary (née Parks). Colonel Holbrook was proprietor of the Portsmouth Times, founder of the Southern Daily Mail and the Hilsea-based Holbrook Printers, a deputy lord lieutenant and later MP, who managed to combine business, civic and political duties with a keen interest in military matters.


In all, five of the Holbrook boys were to serve in the war, three in the army and two in the navy, earning between them a VC, DSO, MC and CBE. Not to be outdone, their father, a former officer in the Volunteers and a commanding officer of the 6th (Portsmouth) Battalion, the Hampshire Regiment, commanded Royal Army Service Corps’ units in the Salisbury Plain training area throughout the war, for which he was knighted.


Norman Holbrook attended Portsmouth Grammar School, where despite modest academic ability, he succeeded in passing the entrance examination to HMS Britannia. As a midshipman he served in the battleships Revenge and Jupiter (1905–06) and then in the cruiser Monmouth. Promoted sub-lieutenant in 1908 and lieutenant the following year, he reported to HMS Mercury for submarine training on 4 January 1910. Having gained experience in A, B and C-class submarines, he did a spell in the Bonaventure, the Home Fleet’s submarine depot ship, before gaining his first command, the A13, on 19 March 1913. His progress continued with his posting to HMS Egmont in Malta on 30 December, to take command of the B11, in which he was destined to make history.


Following his spectacular success, which brought him the embarrassing nickname ‘Five Rows of Mines’ Holbrook, the larger, more powerful E-boats came to the fore and the crews of the B-boats found themselves increasingly relegated to more mundane duties. However, Holbrook’s spell in the Dardanelles and Eastern Mediterranean was not without further incident.


On 18 April 1915 he led one of the attempts to destroy the wreck of the E15 which had run aground near Kephez Point. Defeated by the morning mist which blotted out the wreck, he returned with his battery almost exhausted. The following month B11 was ordered south to patrol the entrance to the Gulf of Smyrna, from where it was feared German or Austrian submarines might strike against Allied shipping supporting operations at Gallipoli. On 17 May Holbrook made the first sighting of an enemy submarine in the region, but was himself spotted before he could carry out an attack.


More unorthodox work followed. In August, in company with another B-boat, B11 was dispatched from Mudros to Alexandria to patrol the Egyptian coast to deter Turkish gun-runners seeking to incite rebellion among the Senussi tribesmen. On 16 August the two boats were anchored 700yd off Cape Lukka. The crew saw on the shore a party of Arabs under a flag of truce, accompanied by what looked like a group of European officers. As senior officer, Holbrook set off in a small boat towards the shore. His attempts to parley with them, however, served only to arouse his suspicions and he turned back. As he neared the B11, they opened fire, sinking his boat and leaving him to swim the last few yards. Moments later, the submarines withdrew at speed, their casings and bridge screens peppered by bullets, with one man dead and three wounded, one of whom was Holbrook. The victor of Sari Sighlar Bay was lucky to be alive, as he acknowledged in a letter written to his mother from Alexandria on 18 August:





A bullet after hitting the conning tower lid caught me on the nose and made a very clean hole in one side, the big part came out thru [sic] the nostril and four little bits remained behind. I was X-rayed this morning and they didn’t advise removing them as they would have to make such a mess of my face. I can’t tell you anything about the episode bar how I got off whole I don’t know. They played the dirty with the white flag …





The incident, however, did little to dampen his spirits. After three days in hospital, he was able to enjoy Alexandria’s many attractions. ‘This is a great spot and such a change to Malta,’ he wrote. ‘You see an occasional pretty girl, in fact, I have met two or three rippers and have been having an ’ell of a time, took one out to tea this afternoon in spite of a bandaged nose and black eye.’ The following month Holbrook returned to England to recuperate. His command of B11 was over, but not forgotten. On 5 October he attended Buckingham Palace to receive his VC. More honours and awards followed. In July 1916 a Navy prize court awarded the B11’s crew £3,500, of which Holbrook’s share was £601 10s 2d! The French made him a Knight of the Legion of Honour (gazetted 7 April 1916). But the most extraordinary of all distinctions came courtesy of the patriotic inhabitants of a small town deep in the Australian outback, who voted in the summer of 1915 to change the name of their town from Germanton to Holbrook ‘in memory of the valiant deeds done … in the Dardanelles’.


Holbrook continued to serve in submarines throughout most of the war. His first boat after returning to England was the new F3, which, on completion in July 1916, he took to Harwich. Five months later he transferred to V4, before taking command of the new mine-laying submarine E41, in which he carried out a particularly daring mission in July 1917. Having mined a channel close to one of the enemy’s bases in the Heligoland Bight, he deliberately attacked an auxiliary vessel in an attempt to lure a posse of patrol boats on to his mines. Unfortunately, just when it seemed his ruse would work, they gave up the chase and returned to port. Holbrook was mentioned in despatches.


Despite almost three years of relentless submarine service, he continued to display considerable boldness. Reports refer to his ‘zealous’ behaviour and ‘very keen’ example, although one senior officer thought him ‘above himself’.


In January 1918, by then a lieutenant-commander, he left E41 to take up his last submarine appointment as commanding officer of the J2, one of the new fleet submarines, more than twice the length and over four times heavier than his first and most famous wartime command. Strangely, given his long experience of undersea warfare, he had begun to suffer severe bouts of seasickness, and it was on account of this that he sought and was granted a return to general duties. On 31 August he joined as second-in-command the Glory IV, formerly the Russian cruiser Askold, serving in North Russian waters. Subsequently he oversaw her decommissioning the following year.


He married a widow, Viva Dixon, daughter of Frederick Woodin, on 21 June 1919, and they had one son, who was killed in action towards the end of the fighting in Italy during the Second World War.


Holbrook retired from the navy in 1920 and was promoted commander on the retired list in 1928. Shortly afterwards, he and his family moved into Four Acres, Kingston Hall, a mock-Tudor mansion they had built in Surrey. During the Second World War the house, with its eighteen bedrooms, served as a base for the American High Command and for a short while was home to the Dutch royal family. By then, Holbrook was back in uniform, as an officer in the Admiralty Trade Division, interviewing survivors of ships lost to enemy action.


Throughout war and peace, Holbrook maintained close links with the family printing firm, serving as chairman for a number of years, but his prime interest was farming. Leaving Surrey, he settled at Stedham Mill, near Midhurst in West Sussex, where he had a 300-acre mixed arable and dairy farm. His wife died in 1952 and the following year he married Gundula Felder of Innsbruck. They led a full and hectic life together and Holbrook remained active until well into his 80s.


He died on 3 July 1976, six days short of his 88th birthday, while watering his garden at Stedham. The navy’s first submariner VC was buried in St James’s churchyard, Midhurst, with a small outline of the Cross carved at the top of his headstone.


Holbrook’s daring achievement has not been forgotten. In 1983 a road in Portsmouth was named in his honour, while the over-sized cardboard Iron Cross he received after sinking the Messudieh was given to the RN Submarine Museum. But the most enduring and extraordinary tribute was provided by the small Australian town that began life as Ten Mile Creek and became known as Germanton before emerging as Holbrook. Over the years this small outback farming community has established a Cdr Holbrook Memorial Park, complete with scale model of the B11, opened a submarine museum and raised a statue in honour of the man whose exploits inspired their change of name. Holbrook himself was deeply touched by their efforts. He visited the town three times, in 1956, when he and his wife were given a special reception, in 1969 and in 1976, shortly before his death. Six years later his widow Gundula returned to present his medals to the town.


Since then, Holbrook has become a shrine to the submarine service. In 1986 the Royal Australian Navy’s Submarine Squadron was granted the freedom of the Shire. And the unlikely ties between a landlocked town 300 miles from the nearest ocean and the navy was further cemented when the local council bought the decommissioned Australian submarine Otway as a permanent memorial to its maritime heritage. The ambitious project was supported by a $100,000 donation by Gundula Holbrook who, at the age of 92, made her fifth journey to the town in June 1997 to officially dedicate the 90m-long monument during a weekend of celebrations attended by 400 current and ex-submariners and almost the entire population of Holbrook Shire.


Dubbed the town’s ‘fairy godmother’, Gundula Holbrook maintained that she was merely repaying the great honour done to her husband. ‘He thought the world of this town,’ she once remarked and, as Holbrook toasted the arrival of its own submarine, she reflected:





It is very rare for a place to be named after someone who was still alive at the time. My husband was extremely proud when he heard that the town had changed its name to Holbrook. He was always very modest but I think he was very touched and surprised to get such an honour.




E.G. ROBINSON


Nr Yeni Shehr, The Dardanelles,


26 February 1915
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Events moved rapidly in the wake of Holbrook’s audacious coup. Within a month British strategy in the Dardanelles, influenced by Russian defeats in the Caucasus, had moved from the defensive to the offensive. In an attempt to relieve the pressure on her ally, Britain agreed to act. Since Kitchener was unwilling to spare troops for the operation, it was, initially, an entirely naval venture. Churchill, who had lobbied for a strike towards Constantinople almost from the outset of Turkey’s entry into the war, favoured a precipitate charge by pre-dreadnought battleships through the Narrows, arguing that the risk of heavy losses was outweighed by the potential results. However, Vice-Admiral Sackville Carden, commanding the ships blockading the Dardanelles, was more cautious. Deferring to the man on the spot, Churchill gave his backing to a plan for ‘extended operations with [a] large number of ships’ which involved the systematic reduction of the Turkish fortifications prior to a full-scale naval assault. That plan was put into action on 19 February 1915 with the first, and largely ineffectual, bombardment of the outer forts at the entrance to the Straits. After a week’s delay, forced by bad weather, the assault was resumed with a strike against the intermediate forts, which culminated in a small-scale, commando-style action that brought to prominence a young naval officer whose exploits during the campaign were to become the stuff of legend.


Lieutenant-Commander Eric ‘Kipper’ Robinson was torpedo officer of the Vengeance, an elderly battleship flying the flag of Sir John de Robeck, and carrying in it Carden’s belligerent chief-of-staff, Cdre (later Lord) Roger Keyes. Aged 32 and a veteran of the fighting in China, where he had been wounded at the turn of the century, Robinson was soon to acquire a reputation for bravery which was to mark him out as ‘the foremost of Keyes’s thrusters’.


Returning from the foray on 26 February, de Robeck decided to complete the destruction of the Orkanieh battery, between Kum Kale and Yeni Shehr on the Asiatic shore, which had been the target for the first day’s bombardment. Handing Robinson the task, he gave him a fifty-strong force of seamen to act as demolition party with the same number of marines as a covering force. They landed unopposed at 2.30 p.m. and advanced along the line of the Mendere river. They passed a cemetery and descended into a horseshoe-shaped depression where they came under heavy fire from snipers and a large force approaching from the direction of Yeni Shehr. A salvo from one of the ships anchored offshore temporarily quietened the Turks moving up, but the landing parties were still under fire.


At this juncture Robinson would have been justified in abandoning his mission. The way back to the coast was threatened and the ground ahead hotly contested by an unknown number of enemy troops. But he decided to press on. Dodging the snipers, he led his party towards a slight rise, known as Achilles Mound, beyond which lay the main battery. Officers aboard Vengeance saw them stop half-way up the slope and take cover from renewed fire coming from Yeni Shehr. All that is, except for one man, in a white uniform, who was seen to scramble up the hill and disappear into what looked like a crater. Moments later, he emerged, his calm, unhurried descent followed by a loud explosion.


The lone figure was Eric Robinson. Anxious not to expose his men unnecessarily to the enemy fire, he had left Midshipman John Woolley in charge while he advanced into the gun position which, as luck would have it, was unoccupied. There, he fixed gun-cotton charges to two guns and detonated them with a slow fuse that allowed him just enough time to escape. Then, making the most of the effect of a protective bombardment by the ships stationed offshore, he led a small party into the main battery and succeeded in destroying one of the 9.4-inch guns.


All of this was viewed with a mixture of awe and anxiety by de Robeck and his staff. To Bertram Smith, captain of Vengeance, Robinson appeared to be ‘strolling around … under heavy rifle fire … like a sparrow enjoying a bath from a garden hose’. Even as the seamen and marines were making their way back to the boats, Smith and de Robeck ‘were happily arranging our recommend [sic] for his VC’. But their optimism was quickly dented by a signal from the raiders, stating that they were held up by Turks in a large domed tomb.





The control could see the tomb [wrote Smith] and I could just distinguish its top … It was invisible at the guns, but I was able to note its whereabouts in the treetops, and went down to let off a 6-inch lyddite. The range was short and the range-finder laid it exactly, so the first round sent the tomb and fragments of its inmates, both ancient and modern, flying heavenwards. Using the burst as a starting point there was no difficulty in taking the guns on to any other target to get our people clear.





Extricating themselves with only a handful of casualties, Robinson’s party made it back to the waiting ships, where their action was already being counted a success. Later, the Official Historian would credit them with the destruction of two anti-aircraft guns on Achilles Mound and the last remaining 9.4-inch gun in the Orkanieh battery. However, in citing Robinson for a VC for his part in what he called ‘a very pretty little fight’, Keyes made reference only to his ‘most gallant act in pushing in alone [sic] into Fort IV [Orkanieh] and destroying a 9.4-inch gun, which he found loaded and undamaged’. Either way, there was no disputing the degree of courage shown in the face of considerable odds. To Keyes’s recommendation, Carden added the note: ‘This was a specially brave act, giving most valuable practical results.’


Robinson’s contribution to the naval campaign had only just begun. As bombardment of the forts gave way to mine clearance operations, he showed himself to be as dauntless at sea as he was on land. During March he made four sorties into the minefields, always under heavy fire, in command of a converted trawler. His cool leadership was most marked on the night of 13/14 March when he carried out his task despite his boat being hit no fewer than eighty-four times.


His actions, worthy of reward in their own right, were merely appended to the original recommendation for his VC which was eventually gazetted on 16 August. But by then, his exploits within the first month of the campaign had been spectacularly eclipsed by a daring mission worthy of a Bar to his hard-earned Cross.
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Eric Gascoigne Robinson was born on 16 May 1882 at 1 Diamond Terrace, Greenwich, the son of John Lovell Robinson MA, Chaplain of the Royal Naval College, and Louisa Aveline (née Gascoigne). He was educated at St John’s, Leatherhead, and The Limes, Greenwich, before joining Britannia as a cadet on 15 January 1897. He joined the Victory as a midshipman on 15 May 1898, and had a spell in the battleship Majestic before being posted to Endymion on 8 June 1899. It was while serving in her that the young midshipman first saw action in China, as a member of Admiral Seymour’s expedition sent to relieve the besieged legations in Peking. His boyish enthusiasm for the fray was reflected in a letter home. ‘How nice I shall look with a medal!’ he wrote. ‘I have not fired a shot yet, but live in hopes.’ He did not have long to wait. At a place called Lang-fang, he was with a naval detachment that beat off a heavy attack, during which he had a narrow escape. ‘I felt a sudden shock in my helmet,’ he wrote, ‘and found that a bullet had gone through just above my ear … and just after another grazed my right arm.’ Later, on 27 June 1900, while attacking an arsenal near Tien-tsin, he was shot through the left arm. Robinson ended the campaign with his first medal, a mention in despatches and tales of ‘countless narrow shaves’.


Promoted sub-lieutenant shortly after leaving Endymion in October 1901, Robinson was made lieutenant two years later and after service in a Yangtse gunboat and a spell at Vernon he qualified as a torpedo specialist in 1907. In 1910 he was promoted lieutenant-commander and posted to the submarine depot ship Thames in the Home Fleet. Service in Blenheim and Amethyst followed, punctuated by further spells at Vernon.


In 1913 he married Edith Gladys (née Cordeux) and they had two sons, one of whom was killed in action during the Second World War, and a daughter. That same year was notable also for another narrow escape when a train in which he was travelling was involved in a collision, which left him unconscious but, thankfully, not seriously injured. Serving in Amethyst again at the outbreak of war, Robinson was appointed torpedo officer in Vengeance on 20 September 1914, and sailed with her to the Dardanelles where he was to earn everlasting fame.


By April 1915, with a VC already on the way, Robinson’s reputation for daring was such that he was the automatic choice to lead a naval ‘forlorn hope’ attempt to destroy the submarine E15 which had run aground in Kephez Bay under the guns of Fort Dardanus. Battleships, destroyers and submarines had all failed to deny the Turks their propaganda coup. So Robinson was handed the job and given two torpedo-carrying steam picket boats, manned by volunteer crews from Majestic and Triumph, to carry out a mission his colleagues considered tantamount to committing suicide. One friend, Lieutenant-Commander Charles Brodie, was so concerned ‘at the thought of him being sacrificed so unnecessarily’ that he appealed to de Robeck to cancel or, at least, postpone the operation. But the attack went in as planned on the night of 18/19 April. Braving a storm of fire, the two picket boats pressed home their attacks. The Triumph’s boat, with Robinson aboard, was coned by no fewer than eight searchlights. Barely able to see, Robinson nevertheless got within 300yd of the stranded submarine before attempting a ‘blind shot’ which narrowly missed. At that moment, the Majestic’s boat, which was following up, in Robinson’s words ‘caught a lucky glimpse of the submarine quite clearly as a searchlight beam flicked over it’. Forging on, they fired both their torpedoes at 200–300yd range, ‘the second one securing a hit just before the conning tower’. Moments later, the picket boat was rocked by a direct hit and began to settle. Despite being bracketed by shells, Robinson went to its aid, circling the stricken boat four times until every man was taken off. He later estimated that the Turks had fired well over 300 rounds during the attack, and a further 190 at the sinking boat after they departed. The results fully justified the risk. Years later the German diver Ernest Roschmann, who was engaged in trying to salvage the E15, confirmed the success of the mission and added: ‘I have never in the course of the war seen an attack carried out with such pluck and fearlessness.’


In commending the three officers who accompanied Robinson in this hazardous enterprise, Capt. Smith of the Vengeance stressed that ‘the greatest merit is due to Lt Cdr Robinson himself for the success which attended the operation – organised and directed by him – which enhanced the high reputation for coolness, resource and gallantry which he has already gained from his previous work in connection with creeping operations and demolition work’. In an astonishing omission, however, Robinson was the only man among the two boats’ crews not to receive a decoration for the attack on E15. Instead, he had to be content with promotion to commander, back-dated to 20 April.


Later, after the invasion of Gallipoli, Keyes appointed the ‘gallant and stout-hearted’ Robinson as Naval Transport Officer at Anzac Beach, before transferring him to Suvla Bay, where he was wounded ‘badly … not dangerously’ on 7 August, a day after the landings. It marked the end of his involvement in the campaign. Having recovered from his wound, he was presented with his VC by King George V at Buckingham Palace on 5 October.


After a spell of leave, Robinson was appointed to command the monitor M21 based at Port Said in December 1915. For the next twenty months, he was engaged in supporting army operations along the coasts of Egypt and Palestine, earning in the process the Order of the Nile, 4th Class (London Gazette, 6 December 1916), and a further mention in despatches. Robinson returned to Britain in August 1917, and in the following January Roger Keyes, who had never forgotten his bravery in the Dardanelles, unsuccessfully tried to recruit him for the impending operations against Zeebrugge and Ostend. A period of relative inactivity ended in June 1918, when he was appointed to Osea Island for training in coastal motor boats. The following year that training was put to good use when Cdr Robinson helped wrest control of the Caspian Sea from the Bolsheviks. In an echo of his Dardanelles adventures, he led his boats into the enemy-held Fort Alexandrovsk, sank a barge and so cowed the defenders that they hoisted the white flag. In recognition of his actions during the war of intervention, Robinson was made an officer of the Order of the British Empire (LG, 11 November 1919) and awarded the Russian Order of St Anne, second class with swords (LG, 13 July 1920).


Following a spell in the Iron Duke, Robinson was promoted captain and sent on the senior officers’ war course. For the next twelve years, he held a variety of both shore-based and sea-going appointments, including two spells in command of destroyer flotillas, at Defiance (the Torpedo School at Devonport), at the Artificers’ Training Establishment at Fisgard, Torpoint, and in the cruiser Berwick on the China Station, during which he was awarded the Japanese Order of the Sacred Treasure, 3rd class (LG, February 1929). He served as Captain of Devonport Dockyard from 1932 until 1933 when he was promoted Rear Admiral on the Retired List. Recalled at the outbreak of the Second World War, he served as a convoy commodore until ill health brought about his second retirement in 1942, his work being recognised by a Norwegian award, King Haakon VII’s Freedom Cross.
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