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             Doomed Destroyer


            “We’re going in but we’re not coming out!”

            Ron Cope
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         Doomed Destroyer’s Front Cover Image: John Hamilton was acknowledged as one of the world’s leading World War Two artists. The paintings do not glorify war, but are a tribute to the courage and endurance of the sailors and marines. With the kind permission of his daughter, Jane Hamilton.

      

   


   
      
         

         
            Dedicated to all the NATO Forces, especially those mentioned in this book: Royal Norwegian Navy, Polish Navy, German Navy, Royal Navy and including the British Merchant Navy. These naval forces are now working together to provide our security.
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             Author’s Preface

         

         This book, similar to my first, Attack at Dawn, is not intended to mislead readers into thinking it is a comprehensive work of naval history. I leave that to those with far more professional qualifications. However, I believe it should be considered as being the first definitive record of accounts brought together from those who were actually involved in the Battles of Narvik.

         I would also like to point out that the actual ‘First Battle of Narvik’, took place the day before on the 9th of April 1940. This was when the German Navy arrived and was confronted by, two First World War Norwegian coastal defence ships, Eidsvold and Norge. The ships plight is covered later in the book.

      

   


   
      
         

             Foreword (1)

         

         My father, Fred Ward, was born in 1919 and is now the last remaining survivor of the HMS Hunter, H35.

         At ninety-seven-years old Fred has been fighting a long battle with old age and although very weak, he is still able to recount his memories of the fateful day of April 10th 1940.

         After leaving Portsmouth, HMS Hunter sailed for Narvik, the crew not knowing what lay ahead, were just told to be ready for further orders. They sailed into Ofotfjord and stopped near a lighthouse where a boat was sent to shore for intelligence gathering. When the boat returned, the order was given to prepare for battle.

         It was freezing, snowing and visibility was poor with the Hardy leading the flotilla as they weaved their way through merchant ships that were docked in Narvik, then all hell broke loose.

         The noise from the gun fire and explosions echoed off the side of the mountains. It was like having your head compressed, you could not think, the training just takes over. The Hunter was hit, disabling her in the middle of the fjord, unable to move, she was a sitting duck.

         The last thing Fred remembers before jumping into the freezing water was seeing his Captain, Lindsay De Villiers walk back into the bridge. He looked at Fred and nodded, as if to say over you go. A lot of sailors jumped in immediately as they were near fires or other hazardous things, but my father felt safer staying on board. Most of them had already succumbed to the cold, it was snowing and the water was like ice. Fred was now in the water and watched as the Hunter sank, taking her Captain and her trapped crew to the bottom of the fjord with her.

         There were about fifty Stokers on board and most were probably still alive when she sank; but their exits were buckled from the explosions and they were trapped. This haunts my father to this day.

         This book is in memory of Fred’s fellow shipmates. 

         
            Able Seaman. ‘Gunner’ Fred Ward.

Cinderford, Gloucestershire. May 2016

            Written by Fred’s son, Robin Ward.

            Prior to sending my manuscript to the publisher, I received a post from Victor Wallwork in Ottawa, Canada. He had been searching websites for information on the Battle of Narvik. In the Falmouth newspaper The Packet dated 2010, I was looking to find contacts for my first book. It was a surprise to hear from Victor that his stepfather Percy Danby, known as ‘Dan’, was a crew member on Hotspur. Percy, who was 98 years young, also lived in Ottawa. As you would imagine a lot of post went back and forth over the following weeks, slowly gathering Percy’s experience at Narvik. The publishers would have to wait, politely of course.

            Percy Danby from Doncaster had joined the Navy in October, 1938, as a 5th Class Engine Room Artificer. His first sea draft was to the battleship Resolution.

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Foreword (2)

         

         Ron Cope has asked me to provide a few words to introduce his book. I have already provided him a brief account of the details that I recall, and he has weaved these into the reports and stories of others in the pages that follow. I am proud to have served and to have played my part in the action. I have read accounts of the first and second Battles of Narvik. They say that the victory we won there helped the Allies to win back Narvik, even if it was only temporarily. And I have also heard it said that the victory probably helped to delay an invasion of Britain, because the German navy had lost so many of its destroyers at Narvik. During the battle, I wasn’t thinking about these things. I had been trained to do important work, and I was so busy trying to do it under difficult conditions that I didn’t have time to think about the immediate danger, much less the big picture.

         I am grateful to Ron Cope for taking up and carrying on the good work about Narvik that was begun by his late father, Cyril. I had the pleasure of meeting Cyril and going out to dinner with him one evening during a visit to England in 1993. I am sure that he would be proud that his son has taken up the cause with such passion. Without dedicated men like Ron, the testimony and the stories of the men who were there – whether they were lost, wounded, or survived – what became of them, their families, might otherwise be lost to future generations.

         Percy C. Danby, Lieutenant (E), C.D. RCN Retired. Ottawa. March 2017

         
             

         

         In Percy’s words, “When war was declared in September 1939, Resolution was at anchor in Portland Harbour, Dorset. My first serious trip to sea was on Resolution to deliver ten tons of gold to Halifax, Nova Scotia. On my return to England, I was drafted to Chatham Naval Depot and a few weeks later to the destroyer HMS Hotspur which was refitting in Chatham Dockyard in January 1940. After the completion of the refit, we joined the Home Fleet in Scapa Flow in the Orkneys in northern Scotland, doing escort duties and anti-submarine patrols in the most appalling weather.

         “When Hotspur went to action stations I was stationed in No.1 Boiler Room, attending an emergency diesel-driven generator and acting as backup Petty Officer in charge of the unit. The engine room received information directly from the Bridge and kept the boiler rooms informed via voice pipe of what was happening.”
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               Percy Danby aged 98 proudly wearing his 2nd Destroyer Flotilla Association of Narvik blazer and awarded medals. [2016]

            

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Prologue

         

         Another Hunter Story – 1968 

         An intriguing story by Able Seaman Marshal Soult, was amongst his memoires, twenty-eight years after his experience on HMS Hunter at the Battle of Narvik. It was his choice for the title and in his own words below. It begins in his county of Cornwall.

         
             

         

         Camelford to Bodmin, Bodmin to Fraddon, Fraddon to Ladock, Ladock to Tresillian, Tresillian to Truro, Truro to Perranworthal, Perranarworthal to Penryn. The journey from Tintagel to Falmouth is through country as diverse as the names of villages and towns en route. Even the climate changes, the temperature especially. I had left Tintagel on a cold, grey wintry morning. At Falmouth, early in the afternoon, though the air was balmy, vaguely hinting at spring.

         Lucretia Kelly and I sat in a four-sided shelter on Falmouth sea front. Stone steps rose to a wooden bench. Before us stretched Falmouth Bay; a calm, vast, unruffled sheet of water, reminding me that this is the softer, gentler side of Cornwall. It was across this same stretch of water that a journalist Robert Manley sailed his Tinkerbelle the last miles of a single-handed voyage from Falmouth, Massachusetts, to Falmouth, Cornwall. It is here too that the ‘Tall Ships’ race had begun.

         Falmouth, sprawling at the mouth of a large inlet of sea has a long nautical history. Sir Walter Raleigh knew the value of this harbour. Falmouth, for many years, was an appointed port for mail boats or packets; they continued to call until 1850. The end of the packets meant a decline in Falmouth’s trade, but the authorities responded with vision by building and extending the docks. The docks remain an important factor in the local economy. Falmouth, too assumed a certain importance in the last war as a repair depot and centre for British and American navies, a fact Hitler’s bombers did not overlook. In and around the town, British and American troops trained and waited for D-Day.

         Lucretia Kelly is a smartly dressed woman with brown eyes. She had sent a photograph of herself, taken more than a quarter of a century ago. I recognised her as soon as she had opened the door of her home twenty minutes ago. That photograph of Penryn Accordion Band and this stone shelter were two threads in a story which had roused my curiosity; and had brought me fifty miles to meet her.

         Her story concerned Falmouth in 1940, a year of German conquests in Europe, of Dunkirk and threatened invasion. During the day, Lucretia Kelly [then she was Miss Johns] worked in the book binding department. In the evening, exchanging working clothes for a black and red uniform, black skirt, red blouse, black velvet bolero and red sash; she played the accordion in local dance halls.

         Those were nights when dancers were moving to music like ‘Roll Out the Barrel’, ‘Somewhere in France’ and ‘Boom’. There were seven in the band; four boys and three girls, five with accordions, one at the drums, another at the piano. It was a year in which Cornish cinema audiences saw Dorothy Lamour in Typhoon, Dickie Lupino in Just William […] and Shirley Temple in The Little Princess.

         One spring evening Lucretia Johns had met a special young sailor, Alan. [Lucretia explains] “It was in the dance hall, then named the Winter Gardens Ballroom, but it really was the Polytechnic Hall; when he came up stage to ask for a request tune. He was fair, rather nice looking; he came from up North, he told me, and he had a sister, a hairdresser. He was aboard HMS Hunter, then in Falmouth Docks, and after that we had several dates. On March 7th the ship’s company held a ‘farewell dance’ at the Princess Pavilion, and being a naval dance, everybody went to it, so that the other dances were empty. Anyhow, our band had to play in the Winter Gardens and Mr Conyngham, who ran the dances, made us play to an empty hall. But around nine o’clock he had a change of heart, and closed down …. you can guess where I made for!

         “The next night – Hunter’s last ashore, Alan and I went for a walk and ended up here in this shelter. At one point in our conversation I turned to him to say something, and had all I could do to stop myself from screaming, because Alan had turned into a skeleton. I turned away, and then forced myself to look and speak to him, and when I looked he was quite normal once again. I didn’t tell him of my vision, as I didn’t want to scare him; but I must have looked queer, because he asked me if I was all right, although I’d done my best to hide it. Alan was just the same after the vision. It seemed to have no effect on him.”

         Next day HMS Hunter set sail from Falmouth, called at Plymouth to store ship before making way to Scapa Flow, Scotland. Then, on the April 10th, on the BBC one o’clock lunchtime news report, came the announcement of Hunter’s sinking in a Norwegian fjord. Lucretia Kelly still vividly remembers the horror. “My family and I were sitting at lunch, and I stood up from the table and shouted: ‘Alan is dead!’ I frightened my mother, and, at the time, she must have thought I had gone out of my mind. However, the truth turned out to be much stranger and not as she expected.”

         Concluded at the end of the book.

      

   


   
      
         

             Introduction

         

         Having written my first book Attack at Dawn and finishing off the second, I was asked the following question by a newspaper feature writer. “Would you still have gone ahead with the challenge if you had known it would have taken you eight years?” “Probably not.” However, now it is finally out into the public domain, and all the dedicated hard work is over, naturally I feel it was all well worth the thousands of hours it has taken in my life.

         Second question: “How did the writing of this book come about, one asks?” A long story. (To summarise my ‘Introduction’ in Attack at Dawn.) In the early 1970s my father, Cyril Cope, was the founder member and Honourable Secretary of the ‘2nd Destroyer Flotilla Association of Narvik,’ which quickly grew into over 200 members. He himself was a twenty-one-year-old Torpedoman on HMS Hardy, the flotilla leader. Subsequently, with his own experience in the first Royal Naval Battle of Narvik and material gathered from other Association members he was able to build up a relatively historical archive. I myself had joined the Royal Navy in 1964 and by now was halfway through my twenty-three year career, taking a close interest in the Association’s developments.

         During the 1990s the Association was fast running out of members due to their ages. Cyril decided to write his own book about the epic events occurring on the 10th April 1940. Sadly, Cyril’s own age and ill health took over and he was unable to fulfil the task.

         Also, in 1990, Cyril was interviewed at his home in Exwick, Exeter by a curator from the Imperial War Museum (IWM) in London. The audio tapes are still in the museum’s historical records and are accessible to the public. Cyril passed away three months after my Mam, Edie in 2003. I contacted IWM in 2010 and they kindly sent me CD copies. It had always struck me that at some stage this was ‘a story that needed to be told’ for future generations. Having retired from the Royal Navy in 1986, I realised that other than the technological advances, it was obvious that there had been few traditional changes. Therefore, I felt I was well placed to carry on the task my father had not been able to complete.

         During the nine years of considerable research – as you will see from my list of ‘Acknowledgements’ – I was able to make contact with a substantial number of people personally associated with the five destroyers, Hardy, Hunter, Havock, Hotspur and Hostile. In 2014, having been advised to check the number of words. I concluded that I needed to write two books. However, it has turned out to be a welcoming bonus, because whilst the first book was in the public domain, I managed to gather additional material for this book. For example, accounts of the ‘battle’ by the opposing German forces on land and sea and, equally important, the suffering it caused to the local citizens ashore.

         My intentions remain the same, which are rather than just presenting a historical account of the warfare strategies, the book should predominantly focus on narratives provided by those brave sailors and civilians who were present at the time. Most of the armed forces on both sides, were young men and with little experience of life at sea, never mind in war. Equally for those Royal Navy and Merchant Navy seamen who came out of it alive, who with their remarkable efforts were able to survive, until they were finally repatriated back to Britain.

         This really is a true story lost in the mist of time.

      

   


   
      
         

            PART ONE

            HMS Hunter’s Early Years

         

      

   


   
      
         

             HMS Hunter’s Short Life Almost Comes to an Abrupt End

         

         On the 13th December 1934 the ship builders Swan & Hunter on the Tyne and Wear were given an order by the Admiralty to build an ‘H’ Class destroyer to be eventually named HMS Hunter. The founder of the company way back in mid-nineteenth century was George Burton Hunter. Coincidence or not? The cost was £253,167 and the company had become to be known as one of the best shipbuilders in the world. In the twentieth century, the company’s pedigree included such famous ships as RMS Mauretania which held the ‘Blue Riband’ for the fastest crossing of the Atlantic; and another, RMS Carpathia which went on to rescue survivors from RMS Titanic.

         As you will read, HMS Hunter will have a number of survivors needing to be rescued, but under totally different circumstances. The Hunter was 323 feet in length with a beam of 33 feet, and displaced 1,370 tons (standard load) and 1,883 tons (deep load). She was powered by steam turbines driving two shafts which developed 34,000 shaft horsepower (25 kilowatts) providing a speed of 36 knots (41 mph). She carried a maximum of 480 tons of fuel oil that gave her a range of 5,530 nautical miles at a steady speed of 15 knots. She was designed for a ship’s complement of 137 in peacetime but when the war began she was cramming 158 crewmembers in her decks.

         At the time she was a formidable war machine, with an armament of four 4.7 inch single open mounts, for anti-aircraft defence, two 0.5 inch quadruple machine gun mounts, two quadruple torpedo tubes and one depth charge rail with two throwers fitted (port and starboard) for her thirty-five depth charges, with a trained crew ready to match any foe that was capable of making a challenge.

         Hunter was launched on the 25 March 1936 and attached to the Devonport base, under the command of Lieutenant Commander Bryan Scurfield. In October 1936, she sailed to join the Mediterranean Fleet, where she would remain for three and a half years.

         When I decided to start writing my first book about HMS Hardy and her crew members’ accounts, I had not expected a substantial number of their families, predominantly of HMS Hunter, to make contact with me. In fact it was wonderful to find there were two of Hunter’s crew still with us, Seaman ‘Gunner’ Fred Ward and Able Seaman John Hague, both then ninety-one years old. I will refer back to them later.

         However, from my father, Cyril’s documents, I discovered an account under the heading ‘The Hunter Story’ which did not identify the writer’s name. Because of mentions of Able Seaman Marshal Soult; I was correct in presuming, and it appears to be so, that as he was a regular attendee at the ‘2nd Destroyer Flotilla Association’ reunions; it was he who gave it to Cyril in the 1970s. Marshal’s address, was on a list of Hunter members’ addresses, which showed Marshal came from Falmouth. A letter sent to the local newspaper The Packet, led to my making contact with his family and friends.

         This was a stroke of luck as Marshal’s account provides a considerable amount of well written and interesting information.
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               Marshal Soult during ‘New Entry’ training circa 1937. [Barbara Wakeham Collection]

            

         

         Here Marshal Soult begins his story where he finds himself being sent to more exciting and warmer climes than he could have imagined. “Having completed training at HMS Wildfire, we then went on to our bases, mine was Plymouth. After a short time I was put on the reserve list for a draft to the ‘Med’. It was by accident that one above me on the list had been thrown off a ride or something at a fun fair in Plymouth. So I was sent with a ‘Tiff’ to join HMS Active in January 1938.”1

         When Marshal joined Hunter he was quickly made aware by his new shipmates of the pride they felt for their ship. Marshal explains, “HMS Hunter was commissioned and joined the 2nd Destroyer Flotilla in the Mediterranean Fleet on 30th September 1936. The ship had been involved in the Spanish Civil War.”

         As you would expect having a crew from many different parts of Britain there was a lot of banter around the ship concerning their favourite football teams. One particular mess had its fair share of Mancunians, so amazingly priority was that of looking after your shipmates rather than causing heated arguments between warring ‘United’ and ‘City’ fans. However, in May 1937, that may have changed as Manchester City ran away with the Division One title, with fifty-seven points and a fantastic one hundred and seven goals. Thirty of them scored by their new £10,000 signing Irishman Peter Doherty. However, it would not be long before the euphoria turned back to loyalty to their shipmates.

         To expand a little on Hunter’s involvement in the Spanish Civil War, the ship was enforcing the edicts of the Non-Intervention Committee, from 1936–37. This included an arms blockade imposed on both sides by Britain and France. Whilst on patrol, between 2 pm and 3 pm on the 13th of May 1937, there was a massive explosion on board the ship. The news of the event was quickly broadcast around the world.

         The explosion occurred amidships under the ships galley, Stoker Petty Officers’ mess and the Torpedomen’s messdecks. It caused the boiler room oil-fuel pipes to burst, releasing floods of oil fuel. Further forward there was sea water flooding, the radio equipment was put out of action and the ship began to list heavily. There was eight of her crew killed and fourteen injured.

         As ‘Damage Control’ trained crewmembers rapidly went to the aid of casualties, many brave acts took place. The ladder down to the boiler room had been blown away. To reach them the rescue party had to jump down eight feet into three foot of oil fuel and on to a deck which might not have been intact. Throughout the rescue attempt the rescue party were in imminent danger of falling through the shattered deck into the water and fuel. Moreover, they were under the impression that the ship was about to founder.

         Their exertions to save life consisted in dragging living and dead comrades from under the wreckage and out of the oil fuel and passing them up on deck. The whole operation took between five and ten minutes. Had those rescued been left much longer they were at high risk of swallowing oil fuel and would have undoubtedly have died. As well as those with severe burns who, if immersed in the substance for any prolonged period of time, would have suffered an agonising death.

         Initially, it was uncertain as to the cause of the explosion and an official ‘Inquiry’ began immediately. The story continued to run in the national newspapers, here is just one comprehensive report. 
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               Kind Permission of the National Maritime Museum, Greenwich, London
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         Numerical Key to Sections of Ship’s Profile – As Fitted.

         (Scale 1/4 inch = 1 Foot)

         Section 1. (For’d)

         
            1. Anchor Cable Locker.

            2. Petrol Compartment.

            3. Lamp and Paint Store.

            4. Cell (temporary use if needed).

            5. a. Stokers Messdeck.

b. Communications Messdeck.

            6. Central Stores Office.

            7. Provision Room.

            8. Fresh Water Tank.

            9. Stove.

            10. Kit Lockers

            11. Hammock Storage.

            12. Storage Racks.

            13. ASDIC type 121 (first production retractable dome).

            14. Cold Chamber (freezer compartment).

            15. Anti-gas Mask Locker.

            16. Cap Boxes and Ditty Box Racks.

            17. Stowage for Tea and Sugar Boxes.

            18. Boxes Cartridges 4.7-inch.

            19. No1 Gun. 4.7-inch QF (All Guns are Open Shield).

            20. Bread Locker.

         

         Section 2.

         
            21. Boxes 0.5 Inch Machine Gun Ammunition.

            22. 4.7 Inch Shell Ammunition Hoist.

            23. Watertight Door from Upper Deck.

            24. Chief Petty Officers and Petty Officers’ Mess.

            25. Seamen’s Messdeck.

            26. 4.7-inch Shell Magazine.

            27. Floodwater Inlet to Magazine.

            28. Lifebelt Lockers.

            29. Lobby to Canteen Flat.

            30. Folding Lavatory. 

            31. Oil Fuel Tanks. No1 Stbd 15080 galls / No2 Port 15039 galls

            32. Door to Stoker Petty Officers’ Mess (watch keepers accom).

            33. Gun Control Transmitter Station (console suite).

            34. Air Flow Vent.

            35. Torpedomen’s and ASDIC Operators’ Messdeck.

            36. Oil Fuel Tanks. No3 Stbd 14898 galls / No4 Port 14365 galls

            37. Low Power Supply and Gyro Compass Room.

            38. Wireless Transmission Office (transmitting panels).

            39. 27-foot Whaler.

            40. Carley Float.

            41. 48-inch Supply Fan.

            42. Crew’s Galley.

            43. Nos 1, 2 and 3 Boiler Rooms.

         

         Section 3.

         
            44. Open bridge.

            45. Chart Table.

            46. Semaphore Indicator.

            47. Remote Controls for W/T and ASDIC.

            48. Fire Control Voice Pipes (guns).

            49. Wheelhouse.

            50. 0.5-inch Machine Guns (pom pom). (Port and Stbd)

            51. Signal Deck.

            52. 10-inch Signalling Projector / Box Signal Pads.

            53. Pelorus Platform.

            54. Compass Platform.

            55. Awning Ridge – (hot weather / climate).

            56. Director Control Tower.

            57. Fire Control Voice Pipes.

            58. Lifebuoy.

            59. Range Finder.

            60. Captain’s Sea Cabin (Starboard). Navigator’s Office (Port).

            61. Flag Lockers.

            62. Jacobs Ladder.

            63. ‘Upper’ Lanterns.

            64. Yardarm Flashing Lamp.

            65. Fighting Lamps. 

            66. ‘Not Under Control’ Light.

            67. Middle Lantern.

            68. Masthead Steaming Light (electric).

            69. Masthead Steaming Light (oil).

         

         Section 4.

         
            70. Lumber Rack.

            71. Carley Float.

            72. Lifebelt Locker.

            73. No. 3 Gun Ammunition Locker.

            74. 25-foot Motor Boat.

            75. Emergency Oil Float Tank (Port 2043 galls / Stbd 2057).

            76. Pillars.

            77. Carley Float.

            78. Oil / Fuel Pump / Heaters.

            79. No. 3 Gun Q.F. 4.7-inch. 80. Carley Float.

            81. Sea Water Inlet.

43. No. 3 Boiler Room.

            82. 17-inch Supply Fan.

            83. Drain Cooler.

            84. Evaporator.

            85. Main Feed Pump /Feed Tank (9.87 tons).

            86. Reserve Feed Tank (19.67 tons).

            87. Water Extraction Pump.

            88. 21-inch Quadruple Torpedo Tubes (For’d).

            89. Awning Ridge Rope.

         

         Section 5.

         
            90. Turbine in Engine Room.

            91. Compass Telegraph.

            92. Torpedo Impulse Chargers.

            93. Lubricating Oil Storage.

            94. Lubricating Oil Drain Tank.

            95. Forced Lubrication Oil Pump.

            96. Shaft Tunnel.

            97. Switchboard. 

            98. Second Wireless Transmitting Office.

            99. After Quadruple 21-inch Torpedo Tubes.

            100. Lobby.

            101. Lifeline.

            102. Depth Charge Thrower.

            103. Book Cases.

            104. Book Case for Reference Books.

            105. Captain’s Day Cabin.

            106. Depth Charge Carriers.

            107. 4.7 Guns Ammunition Lockers X2.

            108. Oil Fuel Tanks (Port 18141 galls) (Stbd 18141 galls).

            109. Rifle Racks.

            110. Vent.

            111. Torpedo Heads.

         

         Section 6. (Aft).

         
            112. No 4 Gun QF 4.7-inch.

            113. Torpedo Heads Room.

            114. 4.7-inch Shell and Magazine Room (Port and Stbd).

            115. Double Bollard Ammunition Hoist.

            116. Bedding Cupboard.

            117. Lifebelt Locker.

            118. 4.7-inch Ammunition Locker.

            119. Smoke Floats.

            120. Fog Light.

            121. Gun Safety Cover. (Also For’d Gun)

            122. No 5 Gun QF 4.7-inch.

            123. Wardroom.

            124. Letter Box / Cupboard for Compasses, Telescopes, Gun Sights.

            125. 4.7 inch Cartridges Magazine.

            126. Gun Support Circular Trunking. (Same for all the guns.)

            127. Inflammable Store.

            128. Spirit Store / Rum Casks Racks.

            129. Folding Lavatory.

            130. Stewards Messdeck.

            131. Suit Case Rack.

            132. Hammock Stowage. 

            133. Steering Gear Compartment / Emergency Steering position.

            134. Depth Charge Stowage X 20.

            135. Depth Charge Racks.

            136. Lifeline.

            137. Ensign Staff.

            138. Stern Cupboards.

            139. Rudder.

         

         THE EXPLOSION ON HMS HUNTER.

         
            Thought to Have Been Caused by Floating Mine.

The Scotsman. May 15th 1937.

            The Admiralty stated last night that a preliminary investigation into the cause of the explosion in HMS Hunter, in which eight men were killed and injured, suggests that the ship struck a floating mine […] Adds that it is unlikely that further details can be available until the vessel has been docked. Arrangements are being made to tow her to Gibraltar […] Where an examination of her hull has been made.

            20-Year Old Glasgow Man Amongst the Killed.

            The list of those killed.

            BETTRIDGE, Arthur, Leading Seaman, D/JX 135096, Derby.

            CRAWFORD, George H, Ordinary Seaman, D/SSX 17152, Glasgow.

            GRIFFITHS, John H, Petty Officer Cook, D/MX 48073, Cheshire.

            HOUSE, Leslie V, Able Seaman, D/JX 135005, Dorset.

            SWIGGS, Wilfrid R, Stoker Petty Officer, D/K 56346, Polperro.

            TURNER, Bertie C, Petty Officer Telegraphist, D/J 72652, Somerset.

            WAITES, Alfred, Stoker 1c, D/KX 86525, Hull.

            WATTERS, William, Leading Seaman, D/JX 130358, Devonport.

         

         Ordinary Seaman George Crawford, was only 20, and died on the fifth anniversary of his father’s sudden death while watching a football match. A year ago he joined the Navy to be with his two chums, who are brothers. 

         Worse Disaster Averted

         Help Given by Vessels of Spanish Government

         
            Valencia. May 14. – Further details of explosion aboard HMS Hunter off Almeria yesterday reached here today.

            Divers have carried out an inspection of the damaged hull of the vessel, following the appointment of a mixed commission of British and Spanish officers to investigate the cause of the explosion while the vessel is still in Spanish waters.

            While no official report has yet been communicated to the Press, messages from Almeria are believed to confirm that only the speed with which help arrived saved a much worse disaster, possibly the total loss of the Hunter. The destroyer is said to have been getting lower and lower in the water when the Spanish Government destroyer Lazaga dashed up at full speed, followed by coastguard vessels, and the sea being calm, towed the Hunter by the bows to Almeria, where she was moored to the quayside. [The information I have, which was reported later and probably more accurate is that flotilla sister ship HMS Hyperion towed ‘Hunter’ to Almeria, accompanied by the Lazaga.]

            Mixed Commission’s Investigation

            Almeria. May 14. – It is understood here that the investigation of the Anglo-Spanish Mixed Commission has confirmed that the explosion on the Hunter was the result of a floating mine. The two holes are explained by the secondary effects of the explosion, one hole being much smaller than the other. The commission, which began its work at 4 a.m. this morning, was still continuing its inquiries at 3.30 p.m. By that time the slightly injured had been taken from hospital and brought on board HMS Hyperion and HMS Arethusa. The latter had arrived from Barcelona, and was flying the flag of Rear Admiral Wells, who is presiding over the Commission’s inquiry.

            Water Rushing In

            At 4 p.m. according to one account, water was still rushing in, and the Hunter would have sunk where she was if Spanish tugs had not gone alongside and helped to support her by numerous cables, while powerful pumps got to work on the flooded compartments. A squad of divers were able to close a certain number of watertight doors, but are said to have failed to recover four bodies reported to have been trapped in the engine-room. Efforts were made today with blowpipes to cut away the steel plating of the engine-room, it is reported.

            The Admiral commanding the Third Cruiser Squadron arrived at Almeria shortly after daybreak. HM. flotilla leader Hardy and HMS Hyperion reached here from Gibraltar during the night. – Reuter.

            A later Reuter message from Valencia states that the Hunter is now being towed to Gibraltar by British destroyers, according to the British Embassy.

            Three of the Dead Buried at Almeria

            The three dead brought ashore yesterday from the destroyer were buried in the British cemetery here this afternoon are; Petty Officer John Griffiths; Leading Seaman William Watters and Ordinary Seaman George Crawford.

            The names of the six men still lying in hospital with serious injuries are given as; Cook George Bond, Petty Officer Stoker Ernest Denley, Telegraphist Stephen Cavaghan and Seamen Samuel Thompson, John Oliffe and Edward Anderson, – Reuter.

            
Sunderland Echo. 15th May 1937. HMS Hunter Victims.

            The streets of Almeria were crowded when the funeral of the three seamen who lost their lives in the accident to the British destroyer Hunter took place yesterday. Wreaths were sent by Spanish Army and Navy units. The coffins were carried respectively, by members of the Spanish Government Air Force, by marines from the destroyer Lagaza and marines from Jaime Primero.

            The procession was followed by the crews of Arethusa and other British naval units. Representatives of the Spanish Government, all the notabilities of the province, the local naval authorities, and members of the Consular Corps were also present. Spanish troops in Almeria marching past the coffins with Union Jacks, arrived at the English cemetery. 

            The next day Hunter with a large hole in her side, was towed stern first to Gibraltar by the light cruiser HMS Arethusa.

            
               
[image: ]
                  Funeral Procession in Almeira. [Jim Renshaw son of James ‘Stormy’ Renshaw]

               

            

            When the Hunter arrived in Gibraltar Dockyard work started immediately on releasing the remaining five bodies trapped in her boiler room. The dockyard workmen, under highly emotive and trying conditions did a sterling and successful job of extricating two. The others three bodies were released shortly after.

            It was also reported later that there was another crewmember, who during the incident had performed heroic actions.
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               Hunter towed to Gibraltar by the light cruiser HMS Arethusa. [John Hague’s family collection]

            

         

         Press Association Release. May 17th 1937

         Courageous Navy Officer

         
            The bravery of Lieutenant Commander Scurfield, commander of HMS Hunter, following the explosion on board the destroyer last Thursday, was revealed last night by other officers from the vessel.

            When the explosion occurred the commander was in his cabin. He rushed out, and as he was passing the galleys he heard loud cries from the boiler room, which is underneath the galleys.

            Stopping, he saw Petty Officer Cook Griffiths pinned in the wreckage and half covered in hot oil. 

            Unhesitatingly, Lieutenant Commander Scurfield jumped into the boiler room through the shattered deck, and managed with great difficulty to drag Griffith from the wreckage.

            Later, with superhuman efforts, he pulled the injured man out on to the deck. He himself was up to his waist in hot oil the whole time. […] The commander, it was added, also succeeded in extricating other ratings from the flooded compartments.

         

         On the 12 November 1937, the London Gazette announced “The King has been graciously pleased to approve the Award of the Medal of the Military Division of the Most Excellent Order of the British Empire, to the undermentioned for gallant and distinguished services rendered when HMS Hunter was mined off Almeria on the coast of Spain on 13th May 1937.”

         Lieutenant Patrick Noel Humphries, RN. James Smail, Petty Officer. James Frank Collings, Able Seaman. Ernest Thomas, Able Seaman. Herbert Abrahams, Able Seaman. The commanding officer, Lieutenant Commander Scurfield, received the ‘Albert Medal’, the highest peace time award. Surgeon Lieutenant Alfred Edward Flannery received a Commendation from the Commander-in Chief of the Mediterranean Fleet. [His great coolness and efficiency in most trying circumstances.]

         In July 1937 there were questions in the House of Commons about a claim for compensation from the Spanish government. The then Foreign Secretary Mr Anthony Eden replied, “I understand that as the result of the Court of Inquiry, which was subsequently held into the circumstances in which the incident took place, the Admiralty are now satisfied that a detailed claim for compensation can be presented. As soon as I have received from them the exact figures the necessary steps will be taken without delay.” It is said that a bill was presented to the Spanish Government for £70,000 to cover the cost of the damage incurred by Hunter.

         On a sad note, out of the fourteen crewmembers injured, only one returned back to the ship to fight again. This was Able Seaman Ernie Rothwell from Swinton, near Manchester; tragically almost three years later, Ernie would not be able to escape with his life a second time.

         With regards to Surgeon Lieutenant Alfred Flannery, during my early research for possible contacts with crew members of families or friends associated with the 2nd Destroyer Flotilla, I visited Malta in 2010. Whilst there, out of the blue, although in fact at the time I thought this pre-destined, I found information, of Captain Alfred Edward Flannery R.N, the Senior Medical Officer in Malta between 1961 and 1963. More interestingly, it was reported that Alfred had served as the flotilla Medical Officer for 2nd Destroyer Flotilla for almost three years from 1936 to 1939.

         It was obvious that Alfred had been highly respected in the Maltese community, especially in the Forces Families Medical Service. However, that was where my research ended, and any suggestion that ‘it was meant to be’ was blown apart. On my return home Captain Flannery had to be put on my ‘must do’ list. Eventually, once again I contacted my reliable fact finding sources, Hans Houterman in Holland, whose well organised website continually records the service history of Royal Navy Officers. Captain Flannery was born in Old Castle Co Cavan, Ireland in 1906 the youngest son of Canon William Flannery.

         Although it had taken six years, finally fate stepped in unexpectedly when Alfred’s youngest son, Terry, living in Florida, made contact. Terry like many families wanted to know more about a family member serving in the Second World War, in this case his father. From Terry’s efforts this led him to the ‘submerged.co.uk’ website.

         I will come back to Terry Flannery shortly, but meanwhile continuing with his father’s naval service, in 1931, aged twenty-five, Alfred received his commission into the Royal Navy and immediately began a one month course for Medical officers. Within three months he was shipped out to the China Station, where he remained for over two years. Many years later Alfred told his son Terry of an amusing incident, although it was a close call with potential fatalities. “When my father was in China on a riverboat posting, one of the Chinese cooks on board, for some reason became very angry. This led to him dropping a hand grenade down a hatch and then sitting on top. My father said this required him to pick parts of shrapnel from a lot of sailors’ backsides for quite some time later.”

         On Alfred’s return to Britain, he had several shore appointments before arriving on board HMS Hardy in December 1936, as flotilla Medical Officer. This coincided with his promotion to Surgeon Lieutenant Commander.

         Prior to the Hunter being mined, Alfred had embarked on the destroyer, as this letter to his then fiancée, Liz Duffy from New York describes. Alfred starts by stating where the ship is when his letter was posted.

         
             

         

         (Letter last Thursday sent off via HMS Griffin. The ship that we relieved here)

         
            Saturday May 8th (1937)

            “We are supposed to look after the ‘Sea end’ of ‘non-intervention’– that is to board ships going into Almeria and make sure that they are not carrying contraband […] The ‘Griffin’ told us that Almeria was bombed the morning we arrived but since our arrival all has been peaceful. We know nothing about the length of our stay here nor shall we till we are relieved […] Thursday 13th May. We are not leaving now till Saturday morning and are taking about sixty refugees with us so it will be quite late when we get to Gib. […]”

         

         There is no mention of the tragic mining incident which occurred in the afternoon of the 13th May, perhaps he wrote the letter in the morning to catch the post bag leaving the ship. Or more likely for confidentiality reasons, he could not mention the event. After the mining, as previously mentioned, Hunter was initially towed back to Almeria by her flotilla sister ship Hyperion. On the 15th May she was once more towed, this time by the light cruiser Arethusa, arriving in Gibraltar.

         I will come back to Alfred Flannery’s letters home and his departure from the 2nd Destroyer Flotilla, in the meantime, the scene is set for HMS Hunter’s arrival in Gibraltar. She would be carrying the bodies for burial of those killed by the Spanish mine. It would also become an unexpected surprise respite for the ship’s company, which would last for another three months.

         It was a lovely warm Mediterranean evening as the ship put into Gibraltar late at night and tied up on the outer mole, which in fact doubled up as a breakwater. Those upper deck seamen tying the ship alongside who had never previously had the pleasure to visit Gibraltar, would have been immediately impressed with the gigantic ‘Rock’ set before them. However, although it was too late for shore leave, a sailor’s mind quickly sorts out his priorities, which are chiefly how do you get ashore? It seemed a long walk to the town along the mole and through the dockyard. There wasn’t even any ‘Dysoes’ like Malta! However, next morning their fears were allayed because the main noticeboard explained the ship’s daily liberty boat routine for the time it would be in harbour. But the crew had woken to a murky looking sky above, a full transformation from the previous day’s weather at sea.2
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               Gibraltar – Main Street – [from direction of the dockyard gates] to the Spanish border. [Cyril Cope’s collection]

            

         

         One young seaman turned around to his ‘Three-Badged’ sea daddy and queried the lack of sun. He was then promptly given a rundown on the climatic weather changes in the ‘Gib’ area. “You have to remember we’re in a subtropical climate there are unreliable winds around these parts. That dense low cloud up there is known as the Levanter. It’s a warm east to northeast wind funnelled through the Straits of Gibraltar, mainly from July to October and also in March. But it can occur at any time, where warm, humid air has to rise against the rock; and cools down and condenses. Got that?” The young lad seemed to still be working it out in his head, but nodded anyway. 

         “Let me tell you a bit of naval history,” continued the ‘Three-Badge’ man. “On the west side of the ‘Rock’, towards where you’re looking, back in the Atlantic there are violent sea currents, which are very dangerous for us sailors. The wind itself blows strongly from time to time in opposing directions; whirling around, making our lives more difficult. As you look out over there, not far away on the seabed is the richest shipwreck in history. Namely, His Majesty’s Ship Sussex, containing millions of pounds in gold coins; lost about 300 years ago.

         “The Admiralty looked into the sinking and the records show that the ship was caught in a Levanter. They described freak winds that threatened to hurl the ship against the rocky Spanish shore. The ship attempted to tack into the wind, and run back around Gibraltar. Within seconds, tens of thousands of gallons of water rushed into the vessel’s open gun ports. The end came swiftly, while the Admiral slept. His body was found later clad only in his nightshirt.”

         The ‘Three-Badge’ man seemed pleased that he had been able to remember the story after all these years. The young seaman under his charge appeared keen to listen, still looking out to sea. Although his mind was possibly focussed more on putting in a request form to his Divisional Chief to complete the forthcoming ‘Divers’ course on their return to ‘Blighty’. Dreaming of a hoard of gold treasure he rushed down below to impress his mess mates by telling them about the climatic weather up top.3

         There was still a need to extricate five of their shipmates from the damage below, funerals would have to be arranged with the governor of Gibraltar Office in due course. The substantial sized Royal Naval dockyard would start planning for the Hunter to go into dry dock as soon as possible. For the moment the crew would be able to enjoy the delights on offer in this famous port of call. Both the exotic daytime shopping in Main Street and the ‘alternative’ types of entertainment in the evenings. For many sailors arriving finally from their various naval ports in Britain, there is no better place than this peninsular of land where Africa meets Europe. It is not only seen as a part of home but also exemplifies Gibraltar’s position as a British fortress since the early eighteenth century. The crew were not to know it yet, but it would become a vital factor in British military strategy for the forthcoming World War Two. 
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               Caption: Hunter in Gibraltar dry dock, background is HMS Greyhound HO5 which also went on to participate in the Narvik Campaign. [Jake Kerswell’s family collection.]

            

         

         It was just before midday and the welcomed ‘pipe’ reverberated throughout the ship – ‘Up Spirits’. At that order the Officer of the Day, accompanied by the Duty Petty Officer and a supply department rating, drew the key from the keyboard sentry and duly signed the Key-Book in his presence, for the ‘Spirit’ storage compartment. 

         Inside the gloomy space, reeking of stale rum there contained the tools for their task ahead, a long copper pump was placed into the bung-hole of a full rum cask. The rating then drew off into a large copper vessel a quantity of neat rum which in other copper utensils was carefully measured into ‘gills’. The amount of ‘gills’ corresponded with the numbers of the ships company entitled to their daily rum ration. The remainder was poured back and the cask was re-bunged. That completed it just required the vessels to be cleaned and dried before the Spirit storage compartment was locked and the key returned to its positon on the board.

         The next task was to place to one side the amount in gills of neat rum required for the Chief and Petty Officers’ rations. Then water was added to the remainder to give two parts to one part of rum, known as ‘grog’. Waiting expectantly outside was a queue of each mess ‘rum boson’ with their own rum ‘fanny’. Returning to their messes they would find some old salts waiting with mouths open and their tongues to the fore, waiting for their tot of ‘Nelson’s Blood’. The final event should have been the easiest, drinking it, some doing so in one gulp because they couldn’t stand the taste.4

         Those over twenty having had their tot and lunch were now ready to meet their cousins of Gibraltar. Once transiting the expanse of water by a converted fishing trawler, between the breakwater and the main dockyard gate leading towards a steep incline to the Alameda Gardens and then the Rock Hotel, the men immediately felt relaxed within a safe haven. But for many it was not a scenic climb they needed but a gentle walk to the left and the start of Main Street. Then it was another world to appreciate. The ‘Levanter’ had gone and the skies were blue, time for a spell of shopping along many retail outlets. Most were like an ‘Aladdin’s Cave’ with colourful, exciting and unexpected goods from around the world. Just about everything and anything was on offer, for the right price.

         This is where you needed an experienced member of the mess, to show you the ropes of bartering with the predominantly Indian shopkeepers. “Right lads, follow me don’t say a word, let me do the talking,” insisted the ‘Old Salt’. The troop of matelots hovered around whilst the leader spent time looking at the shops contents. 

         After five minutes, “How much is the ladies dressing gown with the dragon on the back, my friend?” “This has come from China, made as you can see with silk and gold wire, sir.” “How much?” “It is forty shillings, sir a very good price for British sailor.” “Too much, I’ll try somewhere else,” replied the now impatient naval bartering expert. “Please sir, I have also British sailor’s favourite perfume for lady, popular now, called ‘4711’, I give also at half price with silk dressing gown.” At which point it was a wave goodbye and the troop moved out onto the pavement outside. “That was cheap, Hooky [slang for Leading Hand], my girlfriend says that ‘4711’ perfume is all the rage, and costs a guinea at home.” “Not to worry, they don’t shut for another six hours. I am looking to get the dressing gown and matching silk pyjamas for the same price.”

         So off they went with one of them saying, “This bartering lark leaves you dead thirsty.” There were two renowned beer halls in the vicinity, the ‘Trocadero’ and the ‘Continental’ – the latter was popular for obvious reasons as there was a ‘Ladies Orchestra’ performing. The troop having got through a couple of drinks decided it was time for ‘tapas’ provided from a local man wandering around with paper cones of salty prawns, for three pence a cone.

         Some soon got bored with the lady band, mainly because they were nearly as old as their own mothers. Though that did not seem to worry the many pensionable matelots close to retirement. Next stop at 240 Main Street was the ‘Trocadero’, a typical ‘wild west’ type saloon bar complete with swing doors and very popular when the Fleet was in town.

         The Trocadero had a resident band that played from opening time to eleven o’clock at night. As the evening wore on, the overworked musicians inevitably began to sound like an old gramophone record that needed rewinding.

         Another party of the Stokers decided to wander up the ‘Rock’ to witness the Barbary Apes, one of them said in a serious manner, “They say that as long as the apes are here, so will the British remain, no wonder they are well looked after.” At that moment a larger one jumped on his shoulder and grabbed his cap. “Come here you bastard.” This led to an obnoxious smell being left on his ‘white front’ down to his white shorts, as he retrieved the cap, panicking about how he would have had to explain the loss when returning back on board. 

         Another Stoker mentioned, “There seems to be lot of construction work going on, with loads of hard core being driven down to the town.” Looks like they’re digging massive tunnels, it’s the Royal Engineers, I think.” “Yeh, last time I came to Gib the ‘Pongos’ took us up the North Front looking over to La Linea on the Spanish side. The tunnels there were excavated during the ‘Great Siege’ in the eighteenth Century, fantastic, don’t know how they did it, other than using a lot of gun powder.” The next stop was the summit, where they met a local who told them all about the history of O’Hara’s Battery.5

         
Western Daily Press. Tuesday 18th May 1937. Gibraltar, Monday.

         
            A funeral with full naval honours was given in Gibraltar this afternoon to Bertie Turner and Leslie House, whose bodies were extracted yesterday from the boiler-room of HMS Hunter when the destroyer was towed back here from Almeria. […]

            Turner was a Petty Officer Telegraphist and his home was in Bridgwater, Somerset.

            House was an Able Seaman from Parkstone, Dorset.

            The escort firing party and pall bearers were supplied by the Second flotilla. The funeral procession was headed by the Royal Marines band from HMS Arethusa and buglers from the King’s Own Yorkshire Light Infantry sounded the Last Post at the grave side.

            On arrival at the cemetery, four Spanish refugees assisted naval ratings in shouldering the coffins, covered in the Union Jack into the grave. Thousands of townspeople mingled with 200 Spanish refugees as unofficial mourners and a large wreath, bound with red, and blue ribbon, was placed by the Spanish refugees.

         

         In the meantime, back to another group of Hunter crew, these were the young Seamen ‘Gunners’. Not on liberty leave but considered a training session, led by two Leading Gunnery Ratings. They were fortunate, as they could get round Gibraltar quickly in a Royal Naval lorry. First stop, the Napier of Magdala Battery, where they were amazed as they stood before the ‘100 Ton Gun’, a 17.2-inch rifled muzzled-loading gun. A monster compared with the guns on board at 4.7-inch.

         The Leading Gunner explained, “As you can see below there is Rosia Bay, that’s where we will be going later for our well-earned swim. Even a beer if you keep your mouths shut.” The Gunner continued, “There’s another one at the Victoria Battery, made in Britain, and both were in service from the 1870s. Fifteen were built mainly for coastal defence, but two were made for the Italian Navy. The Royal Navy turned them down because they were too heavy and costly. The projectile could be fired every four minutes reaching a distance of eight miles and needed a thirty-five man crew.” The Leading Gunner shouted out, “There are another two, in Malta, which when we get there and if you are interested can be seen at the Rinella and Cambridge Batteries. Right, any questions, no, good, let’s get back to the lorry and next stop it’s the King’s Bastion and Moorish Castle.” At which point the training group couldn’t take their eyes off the sight below and the promise of a dip and even more so that cool bottle of beer awaiting them.

         Back at the ‘Trocadero’ the Stoker troopers were enjoying their beers and probably because the place was packed, they were watching an unscheduled performance of a Spanish flamenco dancer. She was dressed in her beautiful-coloured skirt with castanets continuously cracking in the air. The strength of her whole body is directed into her lower legs and feet, providing the unmistakable sound from her blue sturdy solid ‘Zapatos’ heels hitting the dance floor in rhythm. Whilst, her face remains stern but showing true passion. The ‘all male’ audience looked on spellbound, until the end, when there was rapturous applause.

         As all the sailors got back to serious drinking, with a telling smile and carrying a large brown paper bag, the professional ‘barter man’ arrived. “I told you chaps, all it needs is patience. I got the lot for forty-five shillings, smell that perfume!” His mess mates were very impressed and looked forward to ‘pay day’ to put into practice their short introduction into getting one over the shopkeepers in Main Street. Perhaps not realising, although it reduces their profits they never give their goods away at a loss. I know from personal experience when spending a month in 1977 trying to get the right price for a Seiko watch. Once bought, I was chuffed with my own improving bargaining skills. Alas, whilst my wife Alison was doing her shopping I would venture into a different shop only to find that I could have got one cheaper there.

         The above mention of ‘pay day’ would trigger a special evening’s entertainment at the Fleet Canteen for the off-duty sailors. It was one of the only times they were able to participate in legal gambling and there was a significant amount of money prizes to be won. The more ships that were in harbour then the bigger the winnings. The evening ended on a high note because the last ‘House’ was a doubler, twice the winnings! It was very popular and therefore advisable to be sitting with your beer, well before the first house. It was well organised by a mixture of the NAAFI staff and a Fleet Canteen committee made up of a Senior Non-commissioned Officer as Chairman and other representatives from the ranks. A percentage of the takings went to the local Naval Welfare Fund.

         The establishments that catered for the Navy’s unquenchable thirst would grow ever more vociferous and the melodies less and less coherent as the night wore on. If the door of one of these establishments happened to swing open as you passed by, you were almost overpowered by the stench of cheap beer and stale vomit.

         Outside stood the Law. The normal complement was made up of several nasty looking Redcaps and some even nastier looking RAF police. A few civilian coppers, a pair of professional looking thugs from the Naval Depot and a group of rather sheepish ships’ police often kept them company. “When closing time came the real action began. The swing doors would open with a crash and out came a raucous melee of uniformed men, some still trying to settle some argument or other. The majority were determined to carry on their singing in the open air without the benefit of music.” [Quote from Neville Chipulina – ‘History of the Chipulina Family.’]

         As I have tried to describe the Hunter crew had busy ‘runs ashore’ in the first week. So, to hear they were to stay for at least another three months, caused many smiles, most knew they had to slow down, not only for health reasons but also to watch the pennies. This was especially because soon the Home Fleet would be docking in Gibraltar, when sailors would be meeting up with old shipmates. It was also an opportunity for the ships companies to compete at a variety of sporting pursuits. These finally round off with a fiercely fought ‘Regatta’ between ship’s cutters or whalers. 

         Once more this was one of the few times when betting was officially allowed, where each ship would hold a tote for the betting odds.

         In Surgeon Lieutenant Alfred Flannery’s next letter to Liz, dated Thursday 3rd June 1937, is a good example of the complexities of trying to keep the loved ones at home up to date with the ships immediate and future programmes. Of course, when the war came it was against the ‘King’s Regulations and Orders’ to give details of ships positions and plans.

         The letterhead shows HMS Hunter but it has been crossed out and changed to HMS Hereward, a sister ship. So there will be no relaxing in the friendly environment of bars and cafes of Main Street in Gibraltar for the doctor has to do his rounds in the flotilla.

         “We went into ‘Gib’ on Tuesday [1st June 1937] to drop off my case of appendicitis […] doubt we will get mail before we get back to Malta on the 18th. We go back to ‘Gib’ on Monday the 7th. Stay there a few days and then go out and patrol off Cadiz till fourteenth when we sail for Malta […] Let me explain about docking. Normally our ships do two docks a year. One short for about a week and the other a long one or so. We were due to do our short one, just now at ‘Gib’ and our long one sometime in November and December also in ‘Gib’.”

         Alfred’s next letter to Liz from Malta was dated 30th June 1937 and now had an HMS Active letterhead. He had now gone full circle and returned once more to providing medical duties for the Hunter crew. It is a personal letter and not for public viewing. Suffice to say that around this time arrangements were probably being made for their marriage, which eventually took place in Malta on 16th November 1937. They received a silver cigarette case as a wedding present from the officers on board Active.

         Now Marshal Soult continues his past memories of the early days of Hunter with the Mediterranean Fleet. “The story goes that Rear Admiral Sir James Somerville (Admiral destroyers) was out rowing in his ‘skiff’ (light rowing boat) in Gibraltar harbour and dressed in civvies, he entered the hole. When he re-emerged, a stoker, leaning over the side of the ship, greeted him with the words, ‘Bugger off – that’s our bloody hole!’ The 2nd Destroyer Flotilla considered itself the doyen of Destroyer Flotilla’s. For instance, on one occasion we were sent to another flotilla for an exercise. On leaving harbour in Malta we were very close to the leader ahead. We then received a signal advising us of speeding leaving harbour. Our reply was, “Sorry, 2nd Destroyer Flotilla leaves five knots faster.” 
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               Alfred Flannery and Liz Duffy wedding ceremony. [Alfred Flannery’s family collection.]

            

         

         On completion of Hunter’s temporary repairs she left Gibraltar on the 18th of August 1937 for permanent repairs in Malta. The ship’s company was then transferred to HMS Active until 4th of July 1938 before re-joining back in service Hunter. The total time out of action was over eighteen months.

         Prior to the event in May 1938, the footballing fans on board were taken by surprise to hear from home that Manchester City, having won the title the year before had gone from ‘Champs to Chumps’. As English Champions the club’s performances had been acclaimed over Europe, with invites to play friendlies during the summer 1937. However, one of these was not to the players liking. In the build-up for the following years’ ‘World Cup’ in France, they had to play against a German Select XI at the Berlin’s Olympic Stadium with a crowd of 70,000. Star player, Peter Doherty later wrote, “The whole place was peppered with armed Nazi guards. We were expected to give the Nazi salute at the line-up before the match began, but we decided merely to stand to attention. When the German national anthem was played, only 11 arms went up instead of 22!”

         
            1 ‘Tiff’ is the nickname for an Artificer. These men have higher education qualifications than other ratings and complete a longer period of trade training. They tend to be promoted much quicker.

            2 ‘Dysoes’ are a form of water transport as will be explained shortly.

            3 HMS Sussex was an 80-gun ship lost in a severe storm on 1 March 1694 off Gibraltar. On board were possibly ten tons of gold coins. This could now be worth more than $500 million, including the bullion and antiquity values, making it one of the most valuable wrecks ever. After a short stopover in Cadiz, the fleet entered the Mediterranean. On 27 February, a violent storm hit the flotilla near the Strait of Gibraltar and in the early morning of the third day, HMS Sussex sank. All but two ‘Turks’ of the 500 crew on board drowned. Due to the extent of the fatalities, it was not possible to establish the exact cause of the disaster, but it has been noted that ‘the disaster seemed to confirm suspicions already voiced about the inherent instability of 80-gun ships with only two decks, such as the Sussex, and a third deck would be added for new ships of this armament.’ ‘www.bluebird-electric.net’

            4 It was known as ‘Nelson’s Blood’, because it was wrongly communicated, that after the Battle of Trafalgar, Nelson’s body having been brought ashore in Gibraltar, was immersed in rum for the journey back to Britain. In fact, it was, ironically, French brandy. The amount of rum to each sailor was in fact 74 ml, almost a treble pub measure but not 40% but 60% strength. This would put a man on the threshold for a drink / driving offence.

            5 The main excavation of the new tunnels began in earnest between 1939–1944 by the Royal Engineers and a contingent of Canadian Engineers. The Rock is in fact honeycombed with a 32-mile-long network of tunnels excavated from the limestone. Masses of rock were blasted out to build with huge man-made caverns, barracks, offices, and a fully equipped hospital complete with an operating theatre. The public can now visit these fascinating tunnels by organised tours. Whilst doing a two-year tour of duty in Gibraltar [1977–79], I was fortunate to be able to arrange a visit, accompanied by my father, Cyril, to this ‘underground town’. I myself worked in the Royal Naval Communications Centre [Comcen] at street level but right in the middle of The Rock.

         

      

   


   
      
         

             Malta: Back and Ready

         

         The Hunter having arrived at Malta, Marshal describes that the whole nucleus of senior and older hands on Hunter were a “proud and happy” unit having come through action in the Spanish War. In July 1938 the repairs completed, the ships company were transferred back and Active went into the reserve fleet.

         HMS Hunter for most of the time was berthed opposite Sliema, the smaller harbour to the north west of Valletta which was popular with the sailors for shore leave. In the 1930s the harbour was home to two Destroyer Flotillas, a number of submarines, a hospital ship and a large number of smaller naval craft. The aircraft carriers, battleships and battle cruisers had their moorings in the Grand Harbour and provided a spectacular panorama from the Upper Barrakka Gardens in Valletta.
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               2nd destroyer Squadrons visit to Venice [circa 1938] [Cyril Cope’s collection]

            

         

         The ship’s company on board Hunter, possibly because it was a crew from both the Devonport and Chatham Bases, were a mixed variety of men from the Southwest, Geordies, Scottish, Welsh, North West, Irish, Malta, Yorkshire, Lincolnshire, Kent and London. Normally, most ships would come from a specific British region, for instance the Western Region, where the main Naval Base would be Devonport. This region covered Scotland down to the southwest, including Wales and Ireland.

         This would result in an interesting messdeck with a possible mix of townies like ‘Cockneys’ and those from the countryside known as ‘Westos’. Both with their own characteristics and quirks. The former cheerful, gregarious and quick witted, whilst the latter can be more reserved, individualistic and suspicious of anyone ‘not of their own ilk’. However, not long after joining your first ship if you want a peaceful life, you realise that you have to muck in, cause no ‘waves’, and make an effort to get on with your newly acquired messmates.
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               Hunter Ships Company in Malta [circa 1939]. [John Hague’s family collection.]

            

         

         The serving members of the Armed Forces loved Malta. There were four main Army Barracks: St George’s, St Andrew’s, St David’s and St Patrick’s. Three barracks were quite close to Sliema, one for the gunners and each of the other two housing an infantry battalion. There were Swordfish and Gladiator biplanes, temporarily at Hal Far airfield while their aircraft-carrier was in port. Often they would fly low along the Sliema seafront, probably hoping to get a glimpse of one of their girlfriends. The crowds would give them a wave and they always waved back. 

         Many of those serving on the island at the time probably thought that if there was another world war this was probably one of the best place to be stationed. They knew that there was the potential to shelter all the population from air raids. The island’s infrastructure was built on an abundance of sandstone, where tunnels could be easily constructed. The majority of the homes were built of limestone with walls over a foot thick. So an enemy bomb dropped there would do a lot less damage than in a British city conurbation. The main focus of any foe would be to put out of action the Naval Base in Valletta Harbour. However, whilst some damage could be done to arms and other miscellaneous fitted equipment, the fort has resisted many sieges over the centuries. It also had a massive tunnel network between all the creeks and it is said to be one of the best shelters in the world.6

         Between August 1938 and 23rd March 1939, Hunter would need to have completed sea trials and have begun a ‘Work Up’. Here a Torpedoman describes the rigorous programme necessary for making the ship and the crew into an efficient fighting unit. “When a ship is recommissioned, and you go out to a station, whether it is the Mediterranean or Home Fleet, you do the ‘Work-Up’ period which lasts two to three months. We started our practice drills as soon as we entered the ‘Med’: Gunnery, torpedoes, and depth charge exercises for hour after hour. Later on it would be for day in day out, night in night out, never knowing when we would be returning to harbour.

         “This was only the prelude. In the late 1930s warships with a new crew were usually only given three weeks of ‘Work Up’ to attain a high standard of teamwork efficiency in order to enable the ship to take part in any battles with the enemy whenever and whatever time they may take place. It’s very hard work for everybody concerned, energy-sapping and soul-destroying because the drills are repeated time after time until the Captain is satisfied that the ship’s company is one hundred per cent efficient in all departments. We spent most of the time at sea on exercises, firing guns at targets towed by other ships, and anti-aircraft guns at targets towed by aircraft. The torpedoes would have ‘dummy heads’ and every time we fired them in practice, we had to go out in a whaler to pick them up and bring them back to the ship. Then we set to cleaning and polishing them, to prepare them for the next shoot and put them back into the tubes. We did this during the day and the night off Malta, because we could never do enough nor do it right.” 

         There are various methods used on board to break the monotony at sea. So it would not be any different on ‘Hunter’ to arrange a ‘Beard Growing’ competition for the ship’s company. Taking into account the low average age of the sailors, many would be too embarrassed to play along with the task. They were known on board as ‘Skin’. The Navy unlike the other two services were only allowed to have a ‘full set’, not moustaches or sideburns alone. There were many incentives, a longer lay-in in the mornings, more time for breakfast, and a protector against the adverse weather or the blazing sun. It could also be a financial asset: a saving on not having to purchase shaving items or a bonus of a daily allowance. The latter was because it would free up time taken for the crew to use the washrooms.

         Willing crew members needed to make a request through the Coxswain onto the Captain to grow their beard. Once the facial hair was thick and widely spread sufficiently, it would require an inspection by the Coxswain. His decision would be either, “granted go to the ships office to change your daily rate of pay” or in this case because it was an on board competition with a smirk, “get that f…… bum fluff off now!”

         Having completed a stint of exercises at sea, those on board Hunter, especially the new crew members, would never forget their first re-entry into Malta’s Grand Harbour. The ‘lower deck’ was cleared and other than the ‘upper deck’ seamen, the rest would be in their best uniforms. A fanfare of bugles echoed around the harbour and on passing other Royal Naval ships the traditional ‘piping’ between them took place. Depending on the seniority of the two Commanding Officers, the junior of the two first salutes and the more senior then in turn returns the salute. There would be many larger warships in the Grand Harbour, and in Hunter’s case she would be the junior ship. However, on this occasion there were interspersed cheering sailors on the other ships moored alongside or anchored out. This was to acknowledge that they were witnessing one of the first ships to have been in action, having sustained damage in the Spanish Civil War. 
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               Malta Harbour [circa 1939] [Cyril Cope’s collection.]

            

         

         Once the traditional ‘entering harbour’ procedures were over Hunter’s crew were stood down and whilst the ship was moored, they milled around taking in the wonderful sights of the Grand Harbour. However, it would not be long, whilst leaning on the guard rails, before they noticed an obnoxious smell. Later on, when finally landing for shore leave they would discover what it was. However, for those lucky ones not on ‘duty watch’ it was quickly get down below for a body wash from a bucket and hair shampoo with a block of ‘pussers hard’ (coarse bathing soap also used for cleaning clothes). Not a lot of deodorants in those days for the armpits. “Don’t forget your ‘Station Card’ Jack, otherwise you won’t be allowed ashore!” Swiftly he climbs the various ladders and onto the quarterdeck for the next ‘Liberty Boat’. All lined up in smart white tropical uniforms, a freshly ironed blue jean collar and silk with lanyard all squared off, black boots polished (white tropical canvas shoes had not yet arrived) and hat – fore and aft (not cocked, well not until out of sight of the ship). Inspection by the Officer of the Day is ‘done and dusted’ and they are dismissed.

         The sailors would have had the choice of waiting for the official liberty boat or to pay out for a ‘Dyhajsas’ (pronounced ‘Dysoes’) many of which would already be paddling water alongside the ship waiting for a fare. These taxi vessels were elegant and colourfully built on the same lines as Venetian gondolas and used as a means for a short cut from the dockyard.

         Travelling ashore on a Dyso was a formality but coming back could be hazardous for some inebriated sailors returning to their ships late at night. Having spent their Maltese lira, they took to jumping off the vessel to swim the remainder of the journey. The Dyso owners were obviously not at all pleased with losing their fare and over the years this caused a lot of animosity between them and ‘Jack’.

         Back to that smell and they discovered it was horse manure. The main transport offered by the locals are ‘Gharries’, a two-passenger carriage drawn by a horse. The manure was kept in piles until it was cleared at the end of the day and duly taken away inland to farms and gardens.

         The stinking mess was soon forgotten when those sailors not in a position to pay the fares, came across a box-like lift shaft which twenty of them nervously crammed into. For those who had never previously ventured into this cubical machine, it was a harrowing experience. Clanging up in the lift, the men found it difficult to breathe, this was not helped by the hot summer air outside.

         With such a slow ascent, it became a tedious task and there were those who wondered “Is it worth the hassle?” But once the mechanical clang occurred to tell them that they had reached the end of their transit, it was soon all forgotten. Valletta was now their oyster. There were those who ventured to look over the ridge from whence they came [300 feet] and decisions were rapidly made to return to the jetty by an alternative route. Probably by sharing a ‘Gharrie’, if they had enough money left in their pockets, after their intention to leave nothing spared financially, on their ‘run ashore’.

         The officers on board had made their own arrangements for an evening’s entertainment. One of them on his last visit to Malta had seen the early stages of the building of a premier luxury hotel just outside Valletta’s ‘Porta Reale’. It was to be called the Hotel Phoenicia, owned by Lord and Lady Strickland and designed by Architect A.M.B. Binnie. Unfortunately, when the officers arrived at the refurbished hotel, they found it was still not open for business.7

         However, whilst the officers were looking elsewhere for alternative venues, the lower deck sailors knew exactly what to do; follow an ‘old salt’ from the ship for a guided tour of the well-known dens of ‘iniquity’ or ‘delights’. Although, there was another option where clientele could find an improved ambience for enjoying a drink and on some nights dancing as well. This was the Vernon United Services Club for ‘other ranks’. A great venue to get to meet members of the opposite sex predominantly British service and non-service ladies. The story goes that when the Americans joined the Allies a certain handsome aircrewman ‘Gunner’ on Flying Fortresses asked a pretty English ‘rose’ for a dance. She immediately agreed but when he wanted another dance she refused politely. The man was Clarke Gable at that time in his early forties but still able to ‘shake a wicked hoof’ on the dance floor. Why, was he refused a second dance? The English rose complained later that his sweat was spoiling her dress.8 

         Back at the Vernon Club, a group from the seamen’s mess decided to have a quiet start to the evening, playing darts. “Hey, have you seen whose ship’s in port, as well?” shouted one of the ‘Two-Badge’ men over the noisy crowd around. “Oh hi, the Welsh answer to Charles Atlas himself, Pete Hooson, and I see he’s with his mate Rob Thwaites, the ‘Geordie Ghost’, the Navy winger who leaves fullbacks in his wake.” “Yeh! Whatever you do don’t ask them to play darts for a bet, they’re cracking around the board. They won

         the flotilla doubles tournament at the Fleet Club in Pompey last year.” During their game, a batch of ‘Crabfats’ asked if they could join in. It wasn’t long before the ‘Two-Badge’ man’s thoughts switched to the possibilities of improving his ‘run ashore’ finances. A quick negotiation with Mr Atlas and the Geordie, a wager with the ‘Crabs’ was agreed. “Late night bars here we come,” thought the seamen. Of course the ‘Crabs’ had made the mistake of believing, how do you improve your dart throwing skills on a ‘bloody warship!’?9

         In the meantime, the darts match as expected was progressing in favour of the senior service, but chatting between the two teams was becoming more of a focal point. “What you lads doing in Malta?”, “Oh, we work on a special assignment at Dingli Cliffs,” replied the Leading Airman. “Hey, one of our Telegraphists on board went out there today, he said you couldn’t get near the place for security and fences.” Not getting a reply there was a change of conversation, “Where’s all the women?” asked Scouse. “Well dance night is on Saturday’s, where because of the lack of women they are allowed in free. But if you mean the local ladies, they lock them away at home.” Another AB known as ‘Yorkie’ enquired, “That’s a bit desperate.” “Yeah, but Paul over there seems to be doing alright.” Paul the Leading Airman hearing his name mentioned came over. It was time for another round of ‘Blueys’ (local beer) which was going down well and beginning to loosen their tongues.

         “Tell him Paul what happened to you mate.” “Ah! I have been seeing her since I came here, but it gets a bit complicated.” Another messmate has sat down at the table, “Is she a cracker?” “Yep, her name is Patricia.” “What’s the problem?” “Well, when I first met her, where she was working in a posh shop in Sliema, I gathered up the courage to ask her out, she seemed keen. Her eyes were like blue diamonds with that beautiful ‘Med’ dark tan.” All ears pricked up, waiting in earnest for the rest of his story. “Go on then,” said one, in expectation of a fruitful ending. “Well, after a couple of visits to her shop, few weeks later she kept her promise and we met, but she had a so called ‘chaperone’ with her. I think it was her aunt.” “What the bloody hell happened then?” An excited ‘Two-Badge’ Leading Seaman shouted. Paul now more relaxed having had two ‘Bluey’s’. “It went ok, other than I didn’t feel at all comfortable with ‘Miss’ all eyes and ears on the other side of the table. I didn’t even have a chance to give Patricia a good night kiss, which I was looking forward to.”

         Paul’s audience became quiet, patiently waiting on his next words. “I must have impressed, because I was invited ‘up homers’, to meet her mum and dad. But I had another surprise, a priest was sitting there. Patricia’s parents were welcoming, but the ‘Bish’ [slang for a ‘man of cloth’ as in Bishop] looked stern.” At this point a few of the crowd went off to the bar for another ‘bevvy’.

         Paul carried on with his tale of woe, “Anyway it seems they must have thought I was alright, upstanding bloke and all that, because I was allowed to take her out again unchaperoned. However, as long as I never took her to a bar and made sure she was home by nine.” There were now only three matelots left to hear the rest. “She wants to get tied up to me but I am having second thoughts.” “Why?” One of them asked. “Well can you imagine what it would be like if we did and when we got back to Blighty the whole family turned up?” At that the ‘daddy’ of the seaman’s mess came over and put his hand on the ‘Crabfat’s’ shoulder, “Take my advice son, you will probably meet a lot more other princesses along the way, but if you do go with your heart, wait until the war is over.” Wise words from the ‘Three-Badge man’ probably a worthwhile sentiment for members of his own mess, which he would have given immediately, had he known what was in store for their ship. So off went the two groups of newly made pals down to the ‘Gut’ making for the Blue Peter bar.10 11 12

         The officers were lucky in finding a legendary venue at the Malta Union Club within a building on Kingsway in Valletta, when the sixteenth-century ‘Auberge de Provence’ was open for visitors. Built like many other historical sites from local limestone blocks it had withstood time and wars. Tonight’s delights were a classical evening of music from a string quartet and a local well known male opera singer. Accompanied with a ‘Vesper Dry Martini’, including one measure of ‘Kina Lillet’, a shot of London Dry gin, shaken well until it is ice-cold and a large slice of Sicilian lemon: served in a deep champagne goblet. As recommended by one of more worldly-wise officers in the wardroom mess who remarked to his friends: “Well you never know this maybe the last time we have an opportunity to enjoy a decent evening out for a while.” At least the officer was not tempted to request the potent if not lethal cocktail the ‘Razzle Dazzle’, which the club had had to ban at one stage, after a visiting US Navy cruiser crew had introduced it to their unsuspecting members. It appears the behaviour of many in the bar went downhill fast with heavy heads the next day.13 14 

         It is perhaps ironic that the surroundings where the officers were rightly enjoying their free time were constructed by Italian stonemasons with their superior skills and the aperitifs they were drinking were predominantly also a product of Italy. Which was then a country ruled by the ‘National Nazi Party’ led by Benito Mussolini. It would not be long before the dictator would be sending his air force to incessantly bomb the small island of Malta in an attempt to force them into capitulation.

         When the war finally really got started the bombs dropped by the Italians which missed their target and landed in the sea, created a good source of stunned or dead fish to go with home grown potatoes and tomatoes. It is also interesting that at this time submariners came in port for a period of respite from the stress of living like sardines in an awful smelling environment. Most were under twenty-five and, having over-indulged, would leave either the Vernon or Union Club’s to start horse and cart races, careering round quiet streets of Valletta late at night in gharries at high speeds. Who could blame them for letting off a bit of steam and it appears that the authorities, in proper Nelson fashion, ‘turned a blind eye’.

         Back to the group of the crew, led by the ‘Old Salt’. On first sight they became a little apprehensive but still optimistic of a good night out. First to the renowned ‘Gut’ or ‘Ghut’ (Maltese), the nickname for Strait Street [Triq-Id-Dejqa] within the walls of Valletta. This was a narrow lane, downhill with steep houses and bars on both sides, which for most of the day blocked out the sun, leaving a nice cool environment for an iced cold Cisk or Hop Leaf beer. During which time some shipmates would have resorted to buying ‘sticky greens’ for their ‘pash’ [abbreviation for passion, for their latest acquired girlfriend]. Here the older sailors reminisced in making comparisons between the other infamous ports of call: Bugis Street in Singapore, Blood Alley in Shanghai and the Wan Chai District of Hong Kong. The ‘greenhorns’ would be listening intensely without making a murmur, the knowledge could be useful for future ventures to foreign ports or if not, to impress messmates on their next ship. 

         
            
[image: ]
               Strait Street known to sailors as The Gut. [Unknown contributor.]

            

         

         As the evening draws in and the sticky greens had left some with a lack of funds, they decided to depart from the top of the street to the lower end for the sleazier entertainment. They would then become fuelled on a cheap, rough and strong red wine. The taste improved by the addition of lemonade or for those who could afford it, drinking the white variety mixed with gin. The choices of bars were many, ‘The Lucky Wheel’, ‘The Piccadilly’, ‘The Silver Horse’ and ‘The Carmen Bar’. On this occasion, they decided to go where the resident band with singers were joined by anyone in the audience who wished to go up on the stage. We now call them ‘Karaoke Nights’.

         The music was belting out a rhythm of sorts and on entering the bar they discovered that the singer was a matelot with a red sweaty but happy face. He had his drunken oppo’s arms round him who was grinning gormlessly with his eyes half open. In the corner was a Stoker from another ship in the 2nd Destroyer Flotilla whose nickname on board was ‘Grumpy’. “Do you know he would carry two packets of fags with him at all times, one visible, with just one in it and one full packet hidden. So he wouldn’t have to give anybody his last one,” the ‘Three-Badge’ man said to the rest of the group.

         Next to Grumpy was a second Stoker from his ship well known for falling asleep after a couple of ‘John Collins’. “He is at it again, inspecting the inside of his eyelids. I don’t believe this we’ve nearly got the full team in here. He’s Sleepy, there’s Happy singing on the stage held up by the inebriated Dopey, all we got to do is find out where Bashful, Doc and Sneezy are.” They all started laughing and it triggered them to move on to another bar, in a line singing the Walt Disney favourite, “Hi Ho Hi Ho – It’s off to work we go…!!” To loud applause.15

         The next bar was renowned for its secret room at the back of the pub. That is if you were in the know. These men would usually be those who had been visiting Malta for donkey’s years. Like the ‘Three-Badge man’. “Wait lads, whilst I clear it.” Reminding himself that the code to get in was ‘Hush’ after the name of the bar the ‘Hush Hush’ [not the real name]. Here was a place to lose the last of your ‘ackies’ and if you weren’t careful one or more of your ‘Badges’.

         The croupier, for a better term, had a folded green mat on a table which had six symbols: A crown, an anchor, a heart and diamond, a spade and club. It was a dice game and it is said the player would receive back about 92% of his bet and the remainder would go to the house. So, it was very tempting and a straight-forward opportunity for the servicemen to have a chance to reclaim some of their previous outlay for more wine and perhaps also as the night progressed, ‘women and song’. Although the banker has a favourable edge over the punter. 

         The bar had an unsophisticated method that was used as a look out system, none other than a wolf whistle plus a getaway back door leading straight down to the outer walls of Valletta and for those brave enough a leap below into the unknown.

         The game originated in the eighteenth century and I believe remains popular for some reason in the Channel Isles and Bermuda. The only legal times Crown and Anchor can be played in these islands are at an annual Jersey agricultural shows (the August ‘Battle of Flowers’), and Bermuda’s annual cricket ‘Cup Match’.

         However, the first time I came across the game was in Singapore in 1971, when I was attached to the Australian 18th Signals Regiment. The Aussies enjoy a flutter on any form of gambling but I was not expecting what I witnessed that night. Down an alley in Chinatown there was a group of their sailors betting on a collection of ‘Bombay Runners’. These large aggressive cockroaches were separated in a small wooden compound placed on the flag stones. But returning to the Crown and Anchor just outside the Naval Base there was the ‘Nelson’ Bar, where upstairs a small team of Aussie sailors ran a game. Apparently, when the Military Police arrived the shout went out, “Leg it, the Crushers are here.” Bodies could be seen going in all directions, some venturing to leap out of the first-floor windows.16 17 18

         Back to the Hunter crew and it was not unusual after a first night run ashore, that the next day the ship’s Coxswain would be sorting out the list of offenders. Some offences would require the Captain having to make contact with written apologises to perhaps bar owners or local dignitaries for the behaviour of the sailor or sailors. At worst the Captain would be summoned to the office of the Flag Officer, in this case Malta. Charges would be placed before the sailor, unless he was in cells ashore, where it could be a civil matter. However, fortunately most are dealt with on board, in this case it was two, who as previously described, tried to avoid paying the ‘dysoman’ his fare and had to be assisted aboard in a bedraggled state. 

         The following day they were called for by the Coxswain and told to get their caps immediately and to meet him on the Bridge. The Officer of the Day, “What do you have to say?” A weak excuse was given, claiming his mate had fallen off the ‘dyso’ accidently and he went in to save his life. The Coxswain ordered both in turn, “Off Cap.” Officer of the Day looking stern, “First Lieutenant’s report.” “On Cap – about turn – quick march.” It was over in two minutes. Out of hearing the Coxswain goes over to the two culprits, “Now listen here you two drunken reprobates, you had better have a better reason than that, when you go in front of ‘Jimmy the One’.”

         Justice has to be seen to be done as a deterrent to make sure there were no repeats by any of the ship’s company. So next day having been seen by their Divisional Officer, the same procedure was repeated, at the First Lieutenant’s ‘Table’. The Coxswain’s loud voice reverberated around the Bridge, “D/SSX 24823-Able Seaman-Smith-one step forward-salute, Smith did on 16th May, ‘recklessly jump off a dyso, returning to the ship to avoid paying the fare’.” “Off Cap.” The men admitted the charges, apologised for their behaviour, the divisional officer’s gave their character reports. “It does not need me to tell you both that your behaviour was disgraceful and could have put not only your own lives at risk but others as well. Fourteen days number 10 A’s, and compensation immediately paid to the ‘Dyso-Owner’. It is noted: anymore recorded bad behaviour, then these charges will be taken into account. I am going to keep a close eye on you two; Coxswain.” “On Caps” – about turn –quick march.”19

         Marshal Soult recalls the occasion when Surgeon Lieutenant Alfred Flannery disembarked. “We carried the flotilla’s doctor and when he was transferred to another position and had to leave our ship, I can remember seeing him in the boat that was taking him away from the ship, standing there with tears running down his face. He had been part of a happy ship’s company.” 

         It was now the end of July 1939, Surgeon Lieutenant Alfred Flannery with his wife Liz from New York had enjoyed a long spell in Malta. Prior to Liz leaving America, she had been introduced to a Maltese family; Marie and Arthur Mortimer, Marie’s sister was a nun in New York. This led to the families forging a ‘lifelong’ friendship, and until this day the children of both families remain close friends.

         After Alfred left Malta he was given appointments to other ships and shore bases in Britain and he and Liz’s family had expanded to four children by the end of the war.

         Terry Flannery, Alfred’s youngest son relates a war-time story about his father when he was on board HMS Orion, a Leander Class cruiser, escorting convoys with much needed cargoes for the desperate Maltese. “My father brought some food and other needed supplies for the Mortimers. He said, they could hear the cheering of the Maltese people miles out at sea.” Subsequently, Orion supported the army in the invasion of Sicily.20

         The convoy is also known as the ‘Kovvoj ta Santa Marija’ in Malta; the arrival of the last ships of the convoy on 15 August 1942, coincided with the Feast of the Assumption (Santa Marija). The name Santa Marija Convoy and the day’s public holiday, in part, honours the arrival of the convoy. The attempt to run fifty ships past bombers, E-boats, minefields and submarines has gone down in military history as one of the most important British strategic victories of WW2. More than 500 Merchant and Royal Navy sailors and airmen were killed and only five of the fourteen merchant ships reached Grand Harbour. The arrival of the remains of the convoy did not break the siege, that continued until the Allied victory after the Second Battle of El Alamein and Operation Torch in November 1942 in the western Mediterranean, transformed the strategic situation and enabled land-based aircraft to escort convoys. 

         Another story that Terry remembers his father telling him, was with regards to Alfred providing treatment to a distinguished patient. “This also took place in Malta. Lord Mountbatten (not sure what rank he was at the time) had been visited by the Iranian Ambassador, who had given Mountbatten a large tin of Iranian caviar. Mountbatten became sick (anecdotally – he was a bit of a hypochondriac) and my father was called. He questioned Mountbatten and asked what he had eaten – caviar! My father said he would take the caviar to the lab to be tested. It is thought that Mountbatten had the ‘Maltese Dog’, a twenty-four-hour bug, probably due to the terrible water on the island. My father said, that the caviar was bad. Mountbatten got better. My father and some friends finished off the caviar.”

         I will return to Alfred and Liz Flannery and how their future evolved, including two more additions to their family.

         Back to Marshal Soult and his memories in Malta, “The captain, Lieutenant Commander Scurfield, was a real naval type. I think the crew admired him for his actions when the ship was mined; because the big hole in her would fit a double-decker bus.”

         Marshal relives an uncertain moment for the crew on Hunter in March 1939. “A ‘Pipe’ [a tannoy announcement around the ship] was made that we were to be kept in the ‘Med’ for another eight to nine months. Some had already been out there for two to three years.” Marshal indicates that this led to much discontentment and the morning after receiving the bad news there had been discussions between crew members which could have very easily been looked upon as a ‘mutinous’ act. At the 0805 ‘muster of hands’ when working parties were detailed off to various parts of the ship, there was a ‘spontaneous’ reaction. “No one moved.” Subsequently, the First Lieutenant relayed to the crew that the captain would see the commander in chief of the Mediterranean Fleet, Admiral Dudley Pound, about their grievances. Then everyone decided to carry on, but there was no ‘falling in’, they just went to their daily chores.

         “It was that night on shore leave that some of the Hunter’s crew were asked by other sailors on other ships, ‘What was going on with your lot today?’ ‘Not much, why?’ ‘Well, all our marines on board were mobilised.’ The following day Admiral Dudley Pound came on board Hunter to speak to the crew. The lower deck was cleared and the admiral went on to explain that in view of the present international situation he could not spare what was in his estimation the ‘finest anti-submarine division in the Fleet’. Therefore, the reason for ‘Hunter’ and other destroyers being needed in the Mediterranean was because of its new ‘ASDIC’ equipment in detecting submarines. Then a voice from the back shouted, “We don’t want to know about the ‘ASDIC’, we want to know when we’re going home.” This was followed by a deathly silence with the officers looking mortified and stretching their necks to see who the culprit was.

         “They never found out of course, but I have an idea it was a certain Leading Stoker. Ironically, the admiral was eventually promoted to be the First Sea Lord which required a return to London. As is the tradition when a commander in chief leaves his fleet, all the ships line up, to do a sail pass and the sailors take their caps off and give three ‘Hurrahs!’. But, this time there were no cheers from Hunter.

         “I shall always remember that this was a happy ship. A certain bond existed between the members of the ships company. No doubt this had come to be because of the dangers they had shared. Subsequently, it rubbed off on all who joined us. In the Mediterranean Fleet, we were on ‘non-intervention patrols’. We transported five Palestinian Jews to exile in the Seychelles.

         “We were due to return to the United Kingdom in March 1939 to ‘pay off’. ‘Hunter’ was a member of the 1st destroyer Squadron when Mussolini invaded Albania. We finally returned home in August 1939 with a long paying off pennant. One of the longest I believe.”

         In the 1970s, there were a series of features provided by Sam Evens, a Petty Officer Stoker on Hunter for the Plymouth Evening Herald. In them was his personal account of the Battle of Narvik and his ongoing experiences before managing to escape back to Britain. To complement Sam’s account, I was able to access an audio-taped interview he gave to the Imperial War Museum.

         Sam was born in 1905 in Devonport, Plymouth. He left school at the age of thirteen. His father was a carpenter on the railways. Initially, Sam worked in a fruit shop earning fifteen shillings a week. “I asked the boss for a rise and he said, ‘Don’t come in on Monday, as trade was very poor.’ So I went home and my father said, ‘Best thing to do is to join the Services.’ So I joined the Army, then just gone sixteen, but I told them I had just gone eighteen, put my age group up and went into the Royal Field Artillery. I joined at The Citadel on Plymouth Hoe, served three years in Britain, then they said, ‘Would you take on another nine years to complete the twelve?’ which would mean going to India, because that was where the artillery was stationed most of the time. So I said, ‘No way.’

         “I came out, left it. I went down to ‘New Passage’, the recruiting office at the dockyard there. Done an exam, at first they said ‘No’, if you’ve been in the Services, you couldn’t join the Navy, because I was on a shilling a day ‘reserve’ pay. So I went home and told my father and he said, ‘Try again tomorrow, I know somebody down there and they’ll put you through.’ I went, they sat me down and did a little test, ‘the four simple rules’ and when I’d done that they said, ‘All right, fall in outside’ and we marched down to the barracks and from there I started in the Navy. Very nice, ’cos I was used to routine and the service discipline and it didn’t come too hard. It was hard on a lot of people that couldn’t stand discipline.”
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               Sam Evens and his father. [Sam Even’s collection]

            

         

         Different approaches to discipline often result in personality clashes, and thus conflicts. Sam remembers how “Many a time they had a fight of an evening and it finished up in the gymnasium; or sometimes back of the yachts’ yard where we were stationed just outside St Budeaux, that was the naval training camp outside there. I was on many ships before Hunter including HMS Hood, the battleship, so I gained much experience as a stoker, as these included coal-burning ships. The boiler room (on Hunter) was much easier, everything was cleaner, fans oil pumps, feed pumps were fed from the engine room.” 

         In hot climates, you would imagine the heat to be unbearable in such places as the boiler and engine rooms. In fact, it was the reverse and often the best parts of ship to be on watch. This was because there were large forced draft fans, supplying air for combustion in the boilers, as well as adequate fans to cool the engine room compartment. Compared with the messdecks, where it could become very uncomfortable. Although there was a ventilation trunk throughout the ship. There was also an added bonus for the engineering staff, whilst on watch they could soak their grease and sweat covered overalls in extremely hot water.

         Sam, now aged thirty-two, had risen to the rank of Petty Officer. “In 1937, I was sent to St Angelo in Malta to pick up HMS Active – we were then transferred from Active to Hunter. We done two years before going back to Plymouth. There was talk of war […] then news came that she had to be ready for sea again. We joined up with the rest of the flotilla from Portsmouth and Chatham.

         “We went down to Gibraltar, we refuelled there and then we set off on patrol to Sierra Leone, stopping ships and asking nationality and all that. Then from there we went to Bermuda and then to Halifax, Canada for convoys. During the convoys, a ship was cut up into two during the darkness of night, during the change of course, one of the ships was unlucky and rammed by the HMS Queen Elizabeth, a cruiser. I don’t know if there were any survivors. When you’re in a convoy you don’t stop. We didn’t come across any enemy. We joined the fleet again at Scapa Flow.”

         On the 22nd of August 1939, Lieutenant Commander Lindsay De Villiers became the new commanding officer of Hunter. Born in Cape Town, South Africa in 1904, at the age of thirteen he began the same route into the Royal Navy as that of Captain Warburton-Lee, Commander of HMS Hardy. De Villiers’ first ship as a Midshipman was HMS Lowestoft stationed with the ‘Africa Station’ before joining ships in the Mediterranean Fleet. In 1927, he became First Lieutenant on HMS Petrel, a river gun boat on the China station. Between 1930 and 1936 he returned to destroyers moving around from Africa, the Mediterranean and Home Fleets. By this time he had married Pamela and they had a son. His first command came in 1936 with HMS Amazon then after tactical courses, HMS Blanche. Two weeks before the war broke out he began his appointment on Hunter.

         Within a week the top command had been changed, as Lieutenant Alex Stuart-Menteth also joined the ship as the First Lieutenant. After the captain, he was the next most senior seaman officer and eight years younger. Alex was born in Merstham, Surrey. He had joined the Royal Navy at the age of fourteen and began his four-year training spell at Dartmouth Naval College. On completion as a Cadet he appears to have been promoted within the normal time span to Lieutenant in December 1934. Before arriving on Hunter he had gained a lot of experience having had appointments to various types of ships, though predominantly destroyers.

         Was it a coincidence that for whatever reasons, these two officers were given appointments to join Hunter a few days before the declaration of war?

         War is fast becoming reality…

         On the September 1, 1939, the pre-dawn skies lit up over the Baltic Sea as the German battleship Schleswig-Holstein opened fire on a Polish fortress on the Westerplatte Peninsula as assault troops hidden aboard the vessel stormed the shoreline. The venerable ship that had seen action in World War One fired the first salvoes of what would be a second global conflagration. Without a declaration of war, 1.5 million troops stormed Nazi Germany’s 1,750-mile border with Poland. They came from the north, south and west by land, by air and by sea in a quest to regain territory lost by Germany in the Treaty of Versailles and colonise its neighbour.

         The Nazis overwhelmed the antiquated Polish defences with their blitzkrieg, or ‘lightning war’, tactics. German tanks steamrolled into the country. The Luftwaffe destroyed airfields, bombed passenger trains and mowed down civilians indiscriminately with machine-gun fire. Incendiary bombs torched Katowice, Krakow and the capital city of Warsaw. By sea, German warships and U-boats attacked the Polish navy. The one-million-man Polish military was undermanned and underequipped. So antiquated were some army units that cavalry horses trotted to the front lines to confront the enemy’s mighty armoured tanks.

         Prime Minister Chamberlain flew back to Germany, meeting Hitler in Bad Godesberg on the 2nd of September. Hitler decided to discard the proposals of the previous meeting and now he demanded immediate occupation of the Sudetenland and that Polish and Hungarian territorial claims on Czechoslovakia be addressed. Chamberlain objected strenuously, telling Hitler that he had worked hard to bring the French and Czechoslovaks into line with Germany’s demands, so much so that he had been accused of giving into dictators. However, Hitler was not interested.

         The following day, Hitler sent a five-page letter, outlining the demands he had spoken of the previous day. Chamberlain replied by offering to act as an intermediary with the Czechoslovaks, and suggested that Hitler put his demands in a memorandum which could be circulated to the French and Czechoslovaks

         
            6 During World War Two the fort again stood the siege with an armament of three Bofor guns which were manned by the Royal Marines and later by the Royal Malta Artillery. In total, the fort suffered sixty-nine direct hits between 1940 and 1943.

            7 When war broke out the Hotel Phoenicia was not officially open and subsequently requisitioned by the armed services. It was officially opened in 1947, to provide a “cosmopolitan clientele with a standard of comfort and service equalling that of the highest grade hotels in any European capital”.

            8 Clark Gable was a Hollywood star and among the most famous personalities in the world when two events altered his life. First, the Japanese attacked Pearl Harbor on Dec. 7, 1941 hurtling the United States into World War Two. Then, the following month, Gable’s beloved wife Carole Lombard was killed in the crash of a DC-3 airliner returning from a war bonds tour. Devastated, patriotic, and at age 40, a bit old for military service, Gable didn’t feel that the work he and Lombard had been doing to raise money through war bonds was enough of a contribution. He sent a telegram to President Franklin D. Roosevelt asking for a role in the war effort. The President replied, “STAY WHERE YOU ARE!” Gable didn’t. He volunteered for the Army Air Forces, went to the 13-week Officer Candidate School, and was trained as a photographer and aerial gunner.

            9 The term ‘Crabfat’ comes from the colour of RAF uniforms when the Royal Flying Corps amalgamated with the Royal Naval Air Service in 1918. The light blue colour was identical to the greasy mercuric oxide jelly (or crab fat) used at the time for the treatment of body lice – better known as ‘crabs’. The word ’Scouse relates to a stew usually made from ship’s biscuits and fish called ‘lobscouse’ frequently eaten by sailors and still eaten in Liverpool.

            10 In fact at Dingli Cliffs there were secret buildings of the RAF’s Radio Direction Finding Station, the first in Malta. Unfortunately, when the second one was added at Dingli after the war had started, it had to be built underground. Including an engine room providing electrical power which needed an exhaust vent shaft to the outside of the cliff face. The word got round quickly that the farmers in the area, seeing fumes emitting into the atmosphere, thought the British were covertly cooking at a time when the Maltese faced rationing. So for those servicemen, like Paul with a local girlfriend and working at the site, it could have put paid to any friendly relationships.

            11 I would add that Britain before the war began the development of radar technology was in its infancy. Prior to war being declared, tests were carried out regarding calibration and by the time the war began the primitive radar could read the height of the incoming raiders and their direction. However, the kit that was sent out to Malta, still in its early stages of development was unsuited to the Mediterranean climate. The summer heat caused major problems with the electronic valves, so much so that the radar could only be used for eight hours a day. Also, the antennas fell victim to the naturally strong winds on the Dingli Cliffs and had to be redesigned at the Malta Dockyard

            12 ‘Two- and Three-Badge men’ will be explained in another chapter.

            13 Kina Lillet was launched in 1895 as an aperitif and tonic and quickly became known as “the aperitif of Bordeaux”. In addition to the wine and quinine, it consisted of a blend of fruit liqueurs.

            14 In the early twentieth century ‘Razzle Dazzle’ had been a popular cocktail for many years (for those brave enough) in New York’s high society scene. It consisted of one part brandy, one part absinthe herbal liqueur and one part ginger ale, offered in a frozen glass. Although absinthe was referred to as a liqueur, it was a spirit composed of anise, fennel and other culinary herbals. In fact, in 1915 it was banned in America but of course that could have drawn more inquisitive drinkers to wanting to try something different.

            15 I would add that since the war Maltese wines have greatly improved in their quality. Marsovin for instance has won a number of prestigious awards and the island even produces something similar to champagne.

            16 The Naval Patrol from the dominions usually turned a blind eye when finding a sailor ‘non compos mentis’, as long as he had shipmates at hand to look after him. Unlike the US ‘Shore Patrol’, who could be a little heavy handed.

            17 ‘Ackies’ is another Royal Naval slang word for foreign loose change, originally on the Mediterranean Fleet Station. Since then over the years it has been adapted to ‘ickies’, ‘klebbies’, ‘shrapnel’ or ‘washers’.

            18 I would add that Bugis Street many years ago was sanitised, as would be expected in this now thoroughly modern, thriving pearl of the Far East.

            19 They were fortunate, probably because of a previous good character. The punishment given resulted in – no liberty for two weeks, to muster Morning, Afternoon, Dog and First Watches in the rig of the day and they were required to do extra work. And no ‘Make and Mend’ on Saturday or Sunday as they were required to work.

            20 ‘Operation Pedestal’. To sustain Malta, the United Kingdom had to get convoys through at all costs. Despite serious losses, just enough supplies were delivered for Malta to continue resistance, although it ceased to be an effective offensive base for much of 1942. The operation officially started on 3 August 1942 and the convoy sailed through the Strait of Gibraltar on the night of 9/10 August.
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