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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

         

         The last two, previously secret, government files relating to Lord Kitchener and his death on HMS Hampshire were finally opened to public view in 2014, ninety-eight years after his death. Even these were released only after a Freedom of Information request from the broadcaster and author Jeremy Paxman. My thanks to the staff of the National Archives for their help and assistance in viewing these files, and the large number of other contemporary Kitchener records they hold, which have been released over the last few decades.

         The account in this book is based entirely on facts, and the recollections of those on board HMS Hampshire, as well as others who were involved in her mission and in the search for survivors in 1916.

         I have set out to tell what is a fascinating tale, and – after decades of controversy – to finally separate fact from fantasy, truth from conspiracy theories. I have sought to do this in as straightforward and accessible a manner as possible. For that reason, I have avoided ‘weighing down’ the pages which follow with endless footnotes, seeking to cross-reference each fact – that would be too tedious for most readers. Instead, I have provided a detailed bibliography for those interested in further research and enquiry – and for such readers I cannot recommend too highly the recent (2016) Orkney Heritage Society publication HMS Hampshire: A Century of Myths and Mysteries Unravelled.

         The account that follows includes many references to the exact time of day at which an event occurred. These timings can never be definitive, and different participants will inevitably have slightly varying recollections, but those given here are the best estimates possible from the documents now available. The timings are particularly important in relation to the analysis of the speed of the authorities’ response to Hampshire’s sinking.

         It is important to note that on 21 May 1916, the new ‘British Summer Time’ was introduced. This was one hour further on than Greenwich Mean Time. In June 1916, the civilian population of Orkney was using this new British Summer Time, but the Royal Navy and the military authorities continued to use Greenwich Mean Time. All the times in this narrative have been converted to Greenwich Mean Time, to avoid confusion.

         Where there is a difference between witnesses in the recollection of facts and timings, I have carefully considered the weight of evidence and favoured the version which I think is more convincing. To do otherwise would, again, be tedious for the general reader, who is unlikely to be interested in trivial differences in the recollections of events dating back over 100 years. However, in the few cases where the differences in recollection are of crucial importance for the narrative or for the conclusions reached, I have made these differences explicit. I have also drawn attention to inconsistencies in the accounts available where it is impossible to reach a fair conclusion about the weight to be given to these different versions of history.

         But on the whole, after 100 years of doubt, disputes, rumours and conspiracy stories, it is finally possible to tell the definitive story of author’s note how and why Lord Kitchener, one of Britain’s greatest ever soldiers, came to be the only serving Cabinet minister to die at the hands of the enemy in wartime.
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            PREFACE

         

         Field Marshal The Right Honourable The Earl Kitchener of Khartoum and of Broome in the County of Kent, Knight of the Order of the Garter, Knight of the Order of St Patrick, Knight of the Grand Cross of the Order of the Bath, Order of Merit, Knight Grand Commander of the Order of the Star of India, Knight Grand Cross of the Order of St Michael and St George, Knight Grand Commander of the Order of the Indian Empire was one of Britain’s most popular, famous and successful soldiers – lauded and nationally recognised for his service in Sudan, in South Africa and in India.

         Kitchener defeated a 50,000-strong Dervish Army at Khartoum in 1898, wiping out the national stain of General Gordon’s death thirteen years before. He defeated the Boers in South Africa and went on to secure a successful peace, in no small part due to his pragmatism and realism. He collected impressive titles: Sirdar, or Commander in Chief, of the Egyptian Army; Governor-General of Sudan; Commander of British forces during the Boer War; Baron; Earl; Field Marshal; Commander in Chief of the Army of India; British agent in Egypt. He was, in his time, a man respected, admired and perhaps feared, by monarchs and the populace, and by friend and foe alike.

         Kitchener was also the first serving soldier to become a member of Britain’s Cabinet since General Monck in 1660. As Secretary of State for War from August 1914 to June 1916, Kitchener was one of the first of the nation’s military and political leaders to correctly anticipate that the ‘Great War’ would last for many years and require mass mobilisation of men and equipment. He set to work immediately to recruit the ‘New Armies’, which eventually helped deliver Allied victory, and his image was used in the iconic recruiting posters that are still famous to this day.

         But Kitchener was not simply one of those unimaginative, red-hatted World War I commanders who believed in hurling large numbers of men at the well-designed German defences in the west. He was pragmatic about testing the military possibilities in other theatres, not least to reduce the strain on Britain and France’s hardpressed ally, Russia. He had a strategic vision of what was necessary for the Allied nations to prevail which went beyond the limited perspective of many of his senior military colleagues.

         As well as being a successful general, Kitchener was also a controversial one. In Sudan, he was accused of turning a blind eye to the massacre of injured Dervish troops. In South Africa, he was accused of using ‘methods of barbarism’ – concentration camps – to lock up Boer women and children, thousands of whom died of disease.

         As the first year of the war passed, the failure to make a decisive breakthrough damaged Kitchener’s authority, and that of most of the principal war leaders in each participant country. In 1915, Kitchener was blamed for a shortage of shells and other equipment, and he failed to prevent disastrous campaigns both in the Dardanelles and on the Western Front. In the controversies over First World War Allied strategy, Kitchener was neither a ‘westerner’ nor an ‘easterner’. He always believed that the decisive breakthrough would have to be made in the west, but he could see the argument for ventures in the east if these were designed to diminish German strength, ease the pressure on Russia or protect key British interests. Like many of those who choose to sit on the fence, Kitchener’s position was generally rational but often uncomfortable. And when Churchill’s Dardanelles exploit failed disastrously, Kitchener could not escape some of the blame.

         By late 1915, Kitchener’s star was in its descent. He was still respected and admired by the public and by most ordinary servicemen, but support amongst his senior military and political colleagues was draining away. In part, this was due to the difficult and prolonged course of the war. But it was also down to Kitchener’s style, character and personal relations. Britain’s Secretary of State for War was a complex individual: aloof, stern, antisocial and very private. Many senior officers and most political leaders found him arrogant, secretive and high-handed. At times, as the war progressed, they also considered him out of touch and concluded that he was struggling to cope with the sheer range of his responsibilities.

         Kitchener did not naturally build personal or political alliances. Apart from those close to him, he was withdrawn and distant. He spent all his working life in the armed forces and never married. His closeness to a more junior officer, twenty-six years younger than him, caused gossip about his sexuality. In his private life, he enjoyed apparently un-military pursuits such as collecting porcelain and antique furniture, as well as spending time on flower-arranging, not considered an established hobby of the military classes. After his great victory at Khartoum, Kitchener also developed an odd habit of pinching other people’s possessions if they appealed to him, even from the houses of close friends – porcelain, again, being a particular favourite. Some hosts even insisted on packing away family treasures before his visits.

         But whatever the doubts of those who worked with him, by 1915–16 his very image – through the famous recruiting poster – had become a symbol for and of the nation. Even his critics had to acknowledge the power of his character and his reputation – Prime Minister Asquith’s wife, Margot, once allegedly noting that he ‘might not be a great man, but he is at least a great poster’.

         As his influence waned, his political masters would curtail his authority, but they feared to get rid of him. In late 1915, the Prime Minister sent his Secretary of State for War to the eastern Mediterranean and hoped he could be persuaded not to return. But Kitchener was a stubborn and proud man and was not to be so easily cast aside.

         Then, in 1916, while being assailed in Parliament by political enemies who blamed him for the failure to bring the war to a swifter conclusion, he set off on another secret mission. Its purpose was to meet the Russian Emperor, his generals and senior Russian ministers and officials and help to ensure their continued commitment to the war against Germany.

         Kitchener never reached Russia. Instead, he set another national record – he became the first and only British Cabinet minister to be killed in conflict. HMS Hampshire, the armoured cruiser on which he was travelling to Russia, suffered a catastrophic explosion in stormy waters, just west of the Orkney Islands. She sank in less than half an hour, just one and a half miles from land. Almost all on board were killed.

         The news of Kitchener’s death spread rapidly in Britain and throughout the world. But who killed Kitchener? It was first assumed that his ship had been sunk by German action – by a torpedo or a mine.

         Yet within days of his death, other theories had gained traction – and many questions were being asked in the press and in Parliament. Had the details of his voyage been betrayed to the enemy? Were the Germans waiting for him? Why was the route taken by his vessel changed shortly before his departure? Why was his ship allowed to sail headlong into the teeth of a massive storm? And why were his escort destroyers sent back to port just an hour or so into their mission?

         And then the questions and theories became even more disturbing and extraordinary. Was his ship destroyed by a South African agent or perhaps an Irish terrorist who had planted bombs aboard during maintenance work on the ship? Had Kitchener’s body washed up on the Scandinavian shoreline and been secretly buried? Was there a conspiracy in the British government itself to let Kitchener die? Why were the rescue ships sent out only after a long delay? Why was the local lifeboat prevented from going out? Why did British troops refuse to let locals on the Orkney Islands help with the search and rescue of survivors? And what about the messages that were washing up on the shores of mainland Britain, apparently from survivors who had yet to be found?

         Why, asked many, including Kitchener’s own private secretary, was the government refusing to publish the full details behind the sinking of HMS Hampshire, and why were the public and press denied access to secret government papers about the sinking for decades after the war was over?

         This book seeks to answer these questions and more. It does not attempt to provide a comprehensive perspective on Kitchener’s life and times. That would require a much longer volume than this. Nor is it a detailed attempt to weigh Kitchener’s achievements against the criticisms that have been levelled at him. To understand why his death was so important and controversial, it is, however, necessary to look back into his earlier life and shine a light on certain key chapters.

         This account looks to uncover the truth about why and how one of Britain’s most successful ever military leaders came to meet his end: who killed Kitchener?

         I am grateful to Iain Dale, formerly of Biteback, for agreeing to commission this work – my first venture beyond contemporary political writing. My sincere thanks, as well, to my ever-patient editor, Olivia Beattie, and to James Stephens, Ellen Heaney and all the current Biteback team.

         Finally, thanks to Theo Rockey for his help in researching this account.

      

   


   
      
         

            MAP OF THE ORKNEY ISLANDS, HMS HAMPSHIRE’S ROUTE AND THE SURVIVORS’ JOURNEY

         

         
            
[image: ]
            

         

      

   


   
      
         

            THE KILLING

         

         
            ‘What is that? A mine, or a torpedo?’

            CAPTAIN HERBERT SAVILL, ON BOARD HMS HAMPSHIRE, 7.40 P.M., 5 JUNE 1916

         

         Tor Ness, off the most south-westerly edge of the Orkney Islands. It is 5.45 p.m. on 5 June 1916.

         Three warships are battling their way through a force 8 gale, lurching up and down in the tremendous swell as the waves crash around them and smash over the front of the ships, sending white, foaming spray arcing up into the sky. Almost the longest day of the year, it is still light and will be for another four or five hours in this northern outpost of the British Isles.

         To the right of the ships, the dark, sheer cliffs of Tor Ness are clearly visible, white waters breaking around their base, and every few seconds huge and powerful waves crash directly into them, forcing great blankets of water to soar up into the air. To the left, there is nothing but the angry and unwelcoming Atlantic Ocean, stretching away to the distant horizons.

         These seas are the roughest most of those on board the three ships have ever seen, and the winds are strong enough to blow men on the decks right over if they do not grip on tight. In any case, few are venturing outside for more than a few brief steps.

         But though the conditions are now bad, the three ships’ captains know that they are soon going to get worse – much worse. Up to now, their journey has taken them westwards, and so they have been able to shelter from the northern winds behind the landmass of the island of Hoy. Now, they are about to leave the protection of the land, head out into the open ocean, and turn north on their designated route along the west side of Orkney.

         And as they steer to the north, they face the full blast of gale force 9 winds blowing directly against their path. The wind that a few moments ago was strong is now ferocious. It rips over each of the ships, drives rain and sea water over every exposed inch of steel, and slams the sea into their bows, fighting their progress through the ocean.

         It is the coldest June in Orkney for forty years. The air temperature is just 6° centigrade – bitterly cold. Add in the wind chill and it is freezing. The rain sweeps down in squalls.

         On board the leading ship – the armoured cruiser HMS Hampshire – her captain, Herbert Savill, surveys the scene. Earlier that day, the wind was from the north-east, from where the staff at the Scapa Flow Royal Navy base assumed it would continue. If they had been right, Savill’s ship would now be enjoying some protection from the land to the east of him. But Hampshire’s captain now realises that the forecasters have got it badly wrong. The wind is now blowing not from the north-east but from the north-west, and the land to the east can offer no protection at all.

         Savill uses binoculars to scan the horizon for German submarines – U-boats. With his secret VIP passenger on board, it would be a disaster if his ship was torpedoed. And he knows that in these bitterly cold waters, of perhaps just 9° centigrade, swamped by waves of 25 or 30 feet in height, a man would lose consciousness in an hour and be dead in three at most – whether of hypothermia or drowning. But, Savill concludes, if there is any silver lining from these appalling and unseasonal conditions, it is that a U-boat attack is surely impossible.

         Standing on the compass platform from which the ship is commanded, Captain Savill now asks for Hampshire’s speed. His orders from Admiral Jellicoe, Commander in Chief of the fleet, are to make 18 knots. His destroyer escorts – HMS Unity and HMS Victor – should normally be able to keep up with this. But in these dreadful conditions, who knows? Unity and Victor are only small destroyers, no more than 1,000 tons each – less than a tenth the weight of Hampshire. They will find it difficult to maintain their speed in the face of a storm of this force.

         Savill looks behind his ship. He can see that Unity and Victor are already lagging behind, struggling to keep pace. One moment they are visible, on the crest of great waves, the next they surge forward and downwards, and the front of the ships disappear under waves the size of houses. At times, it seems certain to those who watch that they have been swamped and will not re-emerge from the ocean. But they battle on, fighting the currents and the winds, and rise again, casting the frothing waters to left and right. They will not be beaten, but they are borne back ever further away from the ship they are supposed to be protecting.

         At 6.05 p.m., Savill receives the message he has been fearing. It is from the captain of Victor, Lieutenant Charles Ransome. It is relayed by Unity. It tells Savill that Victor can make only 15 knots without risking serious damage – bluntly, she cannot keep up. Savill thinks for a moment. He is charged with taking to Russia the members of a secret mission, led by Lord Kitchener, Secretary of State for War and one of Britain’s greatest military leaders. He knows the urgency of the mission and Kitchener’s desire to keep to the ambitious timetable he has set. He knows that he cannot afford to lose time. But is it really sensible to proceed through these waters, so close to Britain’s biggest naval base of Scapa Flow, and therefore a hunting ground for German submarines, without a full destroyer escort? It is a difficult judgement.

         Now, at 6.15 p.m., he has made his decision. Savill orders Victor to return to port. However, Unity is struggling to keep up, too. Unity’s captain – Lieutenant Commander Arthur Lecky – now signals Hampshire that his ship can make only 12 knots without damage. Savill ponders again. He does not want to lose both escorts. He asks for Hampshire’s own speed. He knows his ship is also finding it difficult to maintain the planned pace.

         By now, Hampshire herself is only making 15 knots instead of the 18 that her captain had ordered. The news is shared with Savill, who now cancels his message to Victor. Instead, over the noise of the storm, he shouts: ‘Signal Unity. Tell her: “I am only going 15 knots. Can you keep up?”’

         Savill looks back behind his ship. He can now barely make out Victor and Unity through the spray and heavy seas. Unity does not take long to flash her answer back: ‘No.’ At 6.18 p.m., Unity signals that she can only make 10 knots, not even the promised 12.

         Captain Savill knows that he has to choose. He has decided: he cannot risk slowing his own ship any further. At 6.20 p.m., he turns to the signals officer: ‘Send this message: “Destroyers, return to base.”’ But then, almost immediately, he seems to change his mind, fearing to proceed unescorted. He now tells HMS Victor to remain with him. But by this time Victor has fallen well astern. She cannot close the gap. At 6.25 p.m., Victor reports: ‘Maximum speed I can maintain without risk of injury is 12 knots.’

         Savill’s decision is now final. He orders Victor, too, to return home. Hampshire has now lost both her escorts, after just forty-five minutes of protection and just five miles from port. It is 6.30 p.m.

         Hampshire steams on alone, hatches battened down against the rising storm outside. Only the rear hatch is not sealed, to allow limited safe access from the decks. But on this night, few venture outside unless they must, as the Atlantic waves crash over her forecastle and sweep along her exposed decks.

         From the compass platform, Savill quietly watches the destroyer escorts heading back to Scapa Flow. With each minute they are further away, until they finally slip out of sight behind the waves. On Hampshire, they are now truly alone. Savill wonders if he has made the right choice.

         Fifteen minutes later, at 6.45 p.m., there is a message passed up to Savill from the telegraphists on board. It is from Admiral Jellicoe at Scapa Flow, timed at 6.40 p.m. The Commander in Chief has requested permission from the Admiralty for Hampshire to recoal at Archangel in north Russia, and remain there until it is time to bring Kitchener and his party back home. Savill is relieved. At last, some good news. This will save making two dangerous return journeys to Russia – one to deposit Kitchener and another to collect him. Later, at 7.20 p.m., Hampshire will acknowledge the order. As the telegraphist types out the message, he cannot know that it is the last telegram Hampshire will ever send.

         By 6.45 p.m., Hampshire is just over a third of the way up the west coast of Orkney Mainland. Soon, to the east, Savill can see the entrance to Hoy Sound, and after this his ship passes Stromness, the second town of the Orkney Islands.

         The wind speed is climbing and the wind direction is still almost head on, from the north-west, blowing furiously in the ship’s face. The 45-year-old Savill has been in the Royal Navy since 1883, when he joined as a thirteen-year-old cadet, but he has rarely experienced such a storm. Even Hampshire, with a top speed of 23 knots, can now manage just 13½.

         The watches are still on the lookout for other ships, and their eyes scan the water’s surface for signs of U-boats. But the surging seas make it impossible to identify anything on the surface. And surely, on a night like this, no U-boat could successfully mount an attack? With no destroyer escorts, that is now the hope.

         To the east, on the starboard side of Hampshire, Savill and the others on watch can still clearly make out the harsh Orkney coast a couple of miles away, the waves breaking dramatically on its jutting crags and high cliffs. The closeness of the land offers some reassurance. They are still in sight of safety. Not far away are people, homes, warmth and security. To the port side, there is nothing but open ocean for thousands of miles.

         A little further on, to the east, through rain showers and waves, Captain Savill can make out the Bay of Skaill, a smallish cove, about a mile in length and around half a mile deep, with a narrow and rocky beach. It is a place where boats could easily land. To the north of this bay, the shoreline becomes less hospitable, with four miles of steep and rocky cliffs until you reach the gentler inclines of Marwick Bay.

         Savill is tempted to go down below now, to join Lord Kitchener for dinner. But with the weather this bad he decides he must stay on the compass platform a little longer. And in any case, will Britain’s formidable Secretary of State for War really want to speak to a mere ship’s captain? He has a long journey ahead of him. Perhaps he will soon want to attempt some sleep.

         It is now 7.20 p.m. Hampshire has been sailing for two and a half hours and there, ahead to the east, is the unmistakeable sight of Marwick Head, where, just north of Marwick Bay, huge cliffs rise sheer from the sea to a height of almost 100 metres. The waves sweep in, one after another, crashing onto the cliffs, turning the water into a bright white surf for 200 metres out to sea. They are booming and thundering tonight as they smash head first into the rocks, sending spray upwards in huge sheets.

         This is a hard and unwelcoming shoreline, one whose strength and toughness has been shaped from having to absorb, day after day, year after year, century after century, the unforgiving brutality of the western winds and waves. Passing Marwick Head, Captain Savill looks further north towards the land, and can see the Atlantic rollers sweeping into Birsay Bay, less than a mile deep and criss-crossed by rocky ledges. In the bay, just behind the narrow sandy beach, are the squat homes of Birsay village. And behind the weather-beaten houses are visible the ruins of the sixteenth-century Earl’s Palace, which lends some sense of grandeur to an otherwise unexceptional place.

         Just north of Birsay is a small rocky island, the Brough of Birsay, which can be accessed at low tide from the mainland by a long ledge of rock. This is the most north-westerly point of Orkney’s mainland. The first stage of Savill’s mission is almost complete. Soon, Hampshire will be out into the open Atlantic, far from the British fleet in Scapa Flow, hopefully far away from any watching U-boats. Then Savill can alter his course towards the east and set sail for Russia.

         But for now they are still battling the north-west winds. The dark seas are still sweeping over Hampshire’s forecastle. Savill checks his position. They are about a mile and a half from the shores of Birsay and two miles from Marwick Head.

         Hampshire is a large ship, almost 500 feet, or 150 metres, in length and displacing around 11,000 tons. But this evening, with the hatches battened down against the storm outside and most sailors crowded inside for safety, there is a sense of suffocating claustrophobia. The main deck is crowded and the atmosphere oppressive.

         On Hampshire is a crew of 735 – including seventy-four under the age of eighteen, with some as young as sixteen. And tonight those 735 have been joined by Kitchener and the thirteen-man party he is taking to Russia, including his loyal aide and personal friend Lieutenant-Colonel Fitzgerald, his close protection officer and a number of servants. Most of the crew are on the main deck or in the engine rooms and boiler rooms – walking about gingerly, as their ship crashes from wave to wave, but otherwise feeling safe and secure and relieved to be away from the freezing air and spray outside.

         The engine and boiler rooms are the most claustrophobic places of all, and the lack of space is only compounded by the intense heat and the loud noise of the machinery. Men have to shout to be heard, and just hours into their mission they are already dripping in sweat and covered in coal dust, oil and grime. Down here, the work is toughest and the tension is greatest – the men are keenly aware that if the ship gets into trouble and sinks, they will have furthest to travel to their abandon ship positions on the upper deck. And if they are hit by a mine or torpedo, these men know that they are more at risk than others of instant death, appalling injuries or the horror of drowning. The life of a stoker in His Majesty’s Royal Navy is not an easy one.

         Now, above the crashing of the waves, the crew can hear the note of the supper bugle and the call to ‘stand by hammocks’. Hampshire has proceeded unescorted for an hour. It has just passed the landmark of Marwick Head.

         Petty Officer Wilfred Wesson, Captain of the Foretop, has gone down to the mess deck to get some warming supper. He is aged thirty-three, 5 feet 7½ inches in height, was born in Hampstead in London and joined the navy aged fifteen. On his right arm is a tattoo of a bird in flight, chasing a fly. His friend and fellow Londoner Petty Officer Thomas Leach is already there, eating his bread and cheese at a table. ‘How about Leicester Square, tonight? Do you fancy coming out?’ Leach jokes. A few hours into a new and exciting mission, there is a lot of banter amongst the crew. Another petty officer, the heavily bearded, 5 foot 5½ inch, 41-year-old Samuel Sweeney, an old rogue from Ireland, has a few minutes ago been teasing others about the risks of a submarine attack. He is quickly shouted down and now has to leave to take up his position on the forebridge, on the compass platform, alongside the captain.

         Meanwhile, making his way slowly to dinner as the ship rolls and groans, is the most important cargo any British vessel has yet been charged with during the Great War: Field Marshal Lord Kitchener, military icon and War Minister, on a mission designed to bolster Russia, Britain’s key military ally, and keep her in the war against Germany. Tiny 21-year-old stoker Frederick Sims, carrying a scar on the left side of his chin, passes Kitchener, walking with another officer and heading into the wardroom. Sims can’t wait to tell the others that he’s just seen one of the most famous Britons alive.

         Captain Savill is still on the bridge, guiding his ship through the gale. Savill is now rejoined on the standard compass platform by Petty Officer Sweeney, the Quartermaster of the Watch, who is helping navigate the ship. Sweeney is one of the most experienced men on board, having joined the navy twenty-six years ago, almost to the day. He was then just fifteen years of age. He has had a career of mixed repute – serving some time in custody after deserting in March 1898 – after which it took the navy sixteen months to track him down.

         Sweeney now watches alongside Savill. He relays instructions from his captain to the rest of the crew. There is no unnecessary talking. With the captain on the watch, the small team is on its best behaviour. And perhaps there is something else, too – a sense of nervousness, of anticipation, beneath the sangfroid. They’ve all seen big seas before, but this is amongst the worst. And although they have only just returned from doing battle with the Germans at Jutland, then they were accompanied by the whole British fleet. Now, they are very much alone.

         The ship’s engines are presently set to deliver 15 knots and ninety-three revolutions. But with the seas crashing headlong into Hampshire, Sweeney can see that the actual speed is still only 13½ knots – well below her maximum. In the boiler rooms and the engine rooms, the stokers and engineers are doing all they can to increase the power. Captain Savill now wants to recheck the knots: ‘Give me a new estimate of our speed.’ Sweeney hears the navigator shout out that he will know in just a couple of minutes. ‘Keep steering north 30 east,’ orders Savill. ‘Yes, sir’ is the crisp response. Sweeney now quietly asks the time from a signalman close to him. ‘Three bells’ is the reply, indicating the end of the third half-hour period of the 6 p.m. watch. It is now, therefore, 7.30 p.m.

         Sweeney is far from the only experienced seaman on board Hampshire this night. Leading Seaman Charles Rogerson is on watch on the main deck. He is 5 feet 3 inches, with brown hair and grey eyes. He is only twenty-six years of age but has already served on nine ships before Hampshire – including the battleship HMS Goliath and five cruisers – His Majesty’s ships Gladiator, Edgar, Hawke, Argonaut and Ariadne. And down below there are men with long service records and deep knowledge too – Warrant Mechanician William Bennett is Officer of the Watch in the ship’s engine rooms. Bennett joined Hampshire only a few weeks ago. He is an experienced sailor and a tough man – the son of a brickyard labourer, and one of fourteen children, only five of whom survived to adulthood. He joined the navy in 1899, aged eighteen, and has worked his way up from stoker to warrant mechanician – an officer rank. It is a rare achievement. Bennett is respected by the toughest of the ship’s stokers, including 24-year-old former gardener Stoker 1st Class Walter ‘Lofty’ Farnden. The engine room is even more crowded and noisy than usual tonight – the crew are struggling to deliver as much power as possible, and are conscious of the captain’s frustration at the slow progress they are making.

         Up above, thirty-year-old Shipwright William Phillips, who joined the Royal Navy aged fourteen, is preparing to issue bedding to Lord Kitchener and his small party of military advisers. He is on the after part of the ship, on the main deck.

         Most of the crew have now just finished their supper. Some are getting themselves prepared before going on watch at 8 p.m. Able Seaman John Bowman, aged twenty, along with Able Seaman William Cashman, aged twenty-eight, and Able Seaman Richard Simpson – just seventeen years of age but pretending to the navy to be nineteen in order to join up for the war – are standing by hammocks in the gunroom.

         Leading Seaman Rogerson is walking back down the ship, from his position as leading hand of the foretop, port watch. He is going back on the main deck, answering the ‘stand by hammocks’ call. At 7.35 p.m., Rogerson stops off briefly in the canteen. Five minutes later, he leaves the canteen and heads along the mess deck, steadying himself as the ship lurches about in the stormy waters.

         Just two miles away, on shore, the bucking cruiser is clearly visible to anyone who dares to be out on such a night. Just after 7.30 p.m., twelve-year-old John Fraser is ushered out of his house by his excited father: ‘Come out and see this big battleship passing in these rough seas.’

         Nearby, a bit further along the coast, thirteen-year-old Peter Brass is outside, too, looking after the family sheep. He sees the cruiser crashing through the waves and is transfixed.

         On Hampshire, Stoker Sims has just finished his tea and is sitting at a table on the stokers’ mess deck, making small talk with his friends. Sims is on the forward part of the deck, opposite the forehead hatch. He is telling all who will listen about having seen Kitchener earlier. He is fielding the other men’s questions, and perhaps adding a little embellishment to his tale.

         And then it happens: a sudden, huge, rumbling explosion that rocks the ship, followed by another smaller explosion just afterwards. The men gasp. There are shouts of surprise, and of fear. The ship lurches. For those close to the explosion the noise is deafening, and the shock seems to shake the ship all over. Sims almost immediately feels a blast of hot air sweeping past him, which scalds his face and neck.

         Throughout the ship, the lights flicker and then go out, plunging the whole vessel into darkness. Sims and his mates can hardly breathe for the dense fumes. He thinks he will suffocate. There are terrible screams from men who have been badly burnt, or worse. Men rush to escape through the hatches, but these are locked from above. There is pushing and shoving as men bump into each other in the dark.

         A flash fire has broken out, badly burning many sailors before they can escape. With the magazine sited so close to their mess deck, there is a desperate surge of men seeking to clamber above and onto the upper levels, away from the smoke and the risk of secondary explosions.

         Sims guesses that the explosion has come from the port side, towards the front of the ship. It must, he thinks, be a mine, and by the size of the explosion he wonders if the forward magazine has also been blown up by it. Already, it feels as if the ship is behaving abnormally, struggling to right herself. Is she sinking?

         On the main deck, Shipwright Phillips is thrown instantly to the floor by the force of the explosion. Next to Petty Officer Wesson, standing on the mess deck, there is a great rush of air, which blows men’s hats off onto the floor. There is already an alarming slant to the floor of the mess deck. And this time it isn’t just caused by the waves outside – Wesson notices with concern that the slant isn’t correcting itself. At the same time, through the darkness, he can make out a large volume of suffocating smoke spreading along the deck, and there are sparks falling onto the floor, providing at least a modicum of light.

         Leading Stoker Alfred Read, a 24-year-old former painter and decorator who joined up in 1912, is on the after end of the stokers’ mess deck, on the port side. He hears the explosion and immediately thinks it is a mine. He heads on deck through the galley hatch and goes to the upper deck.

         In the gunroom they also hear the massive explosion. It feels as if the ship has slammed down on a heavy sea. Immediately, there is a shout of ‘No panic, lads.’ Most guess that it is a mine. The young boys on board look shaken. Many are only sixteen or seventeen.

         In the boiler rooms and the engine rooms there is calm, but the looks are of panic. They are at the bottom of the ship. If she is going to sink, they risk being trapped in this metal tomb and drowned. Their strong instinct is to climb immediately up the ladders to the upper deck. But they must await orders. Stoker 1st Class Lofty Farnden is on watch in the port engine room. He is shaken by the enormous explosion, which sounds to him like it came from below the foremost stokehold. In spite of his nerves, he remains at his position.

         Up above, on the standard compass platform, Petty Officer Sweeney and every man including Captain Savill hear the explosion too – a rumbling eruption, followed by a smaller one. Almost immediately, they see the after-effects. There are lyddite flames shooting up around them, and then thick, brown smoke – hot and suffocating – coming out from below and billowing up in a large cloud above the ship. The smoke is so thick that for a while Sweeney loses sight of Captain Savill, who is standing just alongside him, the only officer on the bridge.

         Savill, choking back the fumes, shouts out, ‘What is that? A mine, or a torpedo?’ But there is no answer. Only a downward lurching of the ship, which suggests that the centre of her has been torn out by the blast. They cover their faces from the smoke and try to hold their breath to avoid taking in the noxious fumes.

         When the smoke has finally cleared, Captain Savill recoils in horror as he sees just how disastrous the explosion has been – he looks forward and can clearly comprehend that they are already sinking, head first, with the waves submerging the bows of the great ship. Before the explosion, the forecastle would successively rise above and then fall below the surface of the sea. Now it has disappeared below the waves. Savill knows that he, his crew and the Kitchener mission are all in mortal danger.

         The lights are out but a call to the engine room confirms that the engines are still working, propelling the ship slowly forward. With relief, Savill hears from below the voice of the chief engineer on watch – William Bennett, calm and composed in spite of all that has happened.

         The 35-year-old Bennett is now near the forward boiler room. He immediately knows that the explosion is serious. It sounded to him like a dull thud, underneath the middle of the ship. He judges that it was below No. 1 stokehold – on the port side of the ship, between four and six stations, and underneath the bakehouse. For a second he thinks it is a torpedo, but then guesses it is a mine.

         Bennett curses his bad luck. He had been on the light cruiser HMS Arethusa when she hit a mine off Felixstowe on 11 February 1916, just four months earlier. Six men had been killed, and the engines stopped immediately, water gushing into the back of the ship. Two more men died when their Carley float – a type of raft – had sunk. Arethusa had then drifted onto a shoal while under tow and had broken her back. Surely he is not going to have two ships sunk under him in just four months?

         Bennett now expects orders from the bridge. But none come. He uses his own initiative, scrambling around in the darkness and managing to light the emergency oil lamps in the engine room. Then he shouts to the chief engine room artificer on watch, ‘Keep cool. Carry on your duties. I am going to investigate.’ His job is to calm the other men, but he does not feel calm himself – the ship already seems as if she is going down into the water, head first.

         The engineer officer on board, forty-year-old Commander Arthur Cossey, now orders the ship’s speed to be reduced. The engines are still working, but the driving wind, waves and tide are changing Hampshire’s course to bear more towards the land. On the compass platform, Sweeney can see that the ship is changing direction. He shouts to the helmsman, ‘Alter course.’ But the helmsman shouts back that the steering gear is jammed: ‘I can’t move it.’ The ship has now lost all lights, lost all communication and lost the ability to control her direction. Captain Savill knows they are in serious trouble. And his escorts are by now back in Scapa Flow – two or three hours’ sailing away.

         Meanwhile, Warrant Mechanician William Bennett is still desperately assessing what can be done to save the ship. Bennett finds the senior engineer. Together, they scramble up through the hatch of the engine room. As he is going up the ladder, at around 7.50 p.m., Bennett thinks he hears one or two further explosions. They seem slightly further aft than the first one. Yellow smoke is pouring out. The noises seem to be coming from the starboard side of the ship, where the battery of small 3-pounder guns is located. Bennett turns to the senior engineer: ‘Have we found a submarine?’ He guesses that the gunners must be firing at something in the waters. ‘No,’ is the reply. ‘It looks like we’ve hit a second mine.’ Bennett thinks the second mine, if there is one, might have struck the ship between the first and second boiler rooms. Have they now taken a mine strike on both sides of the ship?

         At 7.55 p.m., Bennett reports to Engineer Commander Cossey on the quarterdeck. Cossey wants to know if it is possible to stabilise the ship by flooding the back section, to counterbalance the bow, which has already disappeared under the waters. Bennett checks. It isn’t possible. The valves at the back of the ship are now clear of the water.

         The deck hatches are still mostly battened down – only the one at the rear of the vessel seems to be open. Bennett helps to open another hatch, knocking away the beechwood wedges that keep it sealed. Immediately, forty or fifty relieved sailors emerge and rush away.

         By now, Savill has had time to make a quick appreciation of the condition of his ship. He knows that if he is to have any chance of saving lives – including Kitchener’s – then he must act quickly and decisively. For every ship’s captain, it is the bitterest of moments. But Savill has decided. He turns and calmly issues the instructions. Across the ship, moments later, the order comes through: ‘Take up your abandon ship stations.’

         Down in the engine rooms, the stokers need no further encouragement. The last thing they want is to be down below in a sinking ship. They queue to climb up the narrow and steep metal steps and are soon on the mess deck. From there, they make hastily for the nearest hatches. Lofty Farnden has stayed in the engine room for five minutes after the explosion. But it is clear that they are losing power and the ship is sinking. He is ordered to leave and join the others at their abandon ship positions.

         Leading Seaman Charles Rogerson, on the mess deck, now looks out through the port windows: he is shocked when he sees that they are already under water. The explosion was loud and sounded to him as if it had come from right under the centre of the ship. He knows that they are in trouble.

         All the sailors in the back of the ship are now making a rush for the one main deck hatch that leads up to the quarterdeck. Rogerson has to wait for others to get up the ladder, and then he is up too. He rips off the large coat he is wearing and heads for the starboard side of the upper deck, into the starboard battery. From there, he heads for his abandon ship station at No. 1 float, amidships. The sea gangways are already awash with water.

         Hampshire is sinking head first into the sea, with her rear end now rising out of the water at an increasingly severe angle. The front end of the ship is totally submerged. There is no panic amongst the crew, but the look of fear in their faces tells that many are not confident of surviving.

         Stoker Sims, scalded by the explosion’s blast, is now trying to escape above. There is still much smoke and he fears he may suffocate, not least because most of the hatches have been shut from above. Two men in front of Sims push hard on a hatch above them, and it opens – to their relief, it has not been properly clipped down. When Sims and his mates scramble up the 10-foot ladder onto the deck and into the open air, a grim sight meets their eyes. A number of dead and seriously injured sailors are lying there. Blood mingles with sea water around their bodies. Some are moaning with pain. Most are too shocked to speak. Sims can see that even though it is only a matter of minutes since the explosion, the ship is sinking by the bow and listing heavily. He realises that the decks are now at an angle of 30° and notices the rear of the ship lifting out of the water.

         Petty Officer Wesson was in the mess room when the explosion occurred. The hatches there were closed. Wesson and those with him now make their way to the only open hatch, at the back of the ship. There is gushing water in the corridors and serious congestion as all the sailors try to make their way up through the single hatch. Wesson heads through the gunroom flat and into the half deck. Word is that the ship has hit a mine on the port side of her foremost engine room. Wesson is in charge of the Carley raft stations to the side of the ship. Here, there are three crude floats, capable of supporting perhaps 150 men in the water while they wait for rescue boats to pick them up. Those on the floats are usually the unlucky ones when a ship sinks – the sailors who haven’t been allocated a boat to escape in. Wesson makes his way there.

         By now, Shipwright William Phillips has recovered from his fall and he too is heading in the darkness for the nearest hatchway. Men are gradually leaving by the rear hatch to the upper deck. Some, like seventeen-year-old Dick Simpson, then help open other hatches to allow more sailors to get up from below.

         Phillips is a little ahead of Wesson. He has just reached the upper deck, where he hears the familiar voice of 28-year-old Lieutenant Humphrey Matthews, the ship’s gunnery officer. Matthews is down below, near the bottom of the steps, shouting, ‘Make way for Lord Kitchener.’ Leading Seaman Rogerson hears the calls too, but cannot see Kitchener in the darkness.

         Phillips doesn’t wait around to witness the Field Marshal escaping from below. With the seas still washing over Hampshire’s forecastle, Phillips is an experienced enough sailor to know that the ship is doomed. He realises, however, that for the first time at sea, he has left his lifebelt in his sea chest. For one moment, he hesitates. Should he go back? But his sea chest is too close to the site of the explosion to risk it. With a lifebelt, Phillips might have been tempted to jump straight into the sea. Instead, he knows his only chance of survival is via the boat he has been allocated or a Carley raft. The rest of the men on board are quickly making their way to their abandon ship stations. Phillips decides to follow suit.

         Down below, Petty Officer Wesson now sees the tall and recognisable figure of Kitchener in the gunroom flat and hears the gunnery officer, Lieutenant Matthews, shouting, ‘Make a gangway for Lord Kitchener.’ Others take up the cry: ‘Make way for Lord Kitchener.’

         The sailors step back dutifully and calmly to let the War Minister and Lieutenant Matthews come through. Wesson then heads up the ladders himself, gets on deck and helps to knock the seals away from the gunroom hatch. Men are now swarming up through all the hatches in their hundreds. The upper decks are crowded with sailors. Wesson walks along the upper deck to his abandon ship position.

         Leading Seaman Rogerson climbs up the ladder just behind Kitchener. He can now see Kitchener with three other officers, all in khaki, without overcoats. They are on the quarterdeck, on the port side of the ship, walking to the rear, near the aft turret. Kitchener is calm. There is no panic. He is pacing up and down, talking to the other officers with him.

         Able Seaman Jack Bowman has also made it onto the upper deck. There, he and Able Seaman Simpson can see their captain, Herbert Savill, standing by the ship’s galley. Savill is shouting out to Kitchener to get in the boat: ‘Come up here!’ Rogerson can also see Savill trying to clear a way to the galley, and shouting out to Kitchener to join him on the forebridge, where the galley is located. But the furious wind is blowing away the captain’s words. It is clear to Bowman that the ship is sinking rapidly, plunging down head first into the sea. Bowman continues to his abandon ship position on the starboard side.

         Petty Officer Wesson also sees Captain Savill’s desperate attempts to attract Lord Kitchener’s attention. The galley is still hanging on the port side of Hampshire, on the third cutter davits – the cranelike arms which are designed to raise and lower boats from the ship. But with power out, it is soon obvious that getting the boat away will be a near-impossible task.

         While the rush to abandon ship stations is fully underway, a few men are still fighting to help save the ship. Warrant Mechanician William Bennett, having helped to open the sealed hatches to allow access to the upper deck, now goes back below, to the engine room, fighting against the flow of sailors making their way above. Bennett receives surprised looks as he heads the other way, back down towards danger and death. He cannot get back down to the boiler room itself, as the hatches are sealed to avoid water flooding the upper decks. All watertight doors have now been shut, including those to the mess deck.

         Bennett helps to extinguish a fire in the forward magazine and then arrives in the engine room. He is the only man there, in the semi-darkness. He knows that the ship may sink at any moment. He sees that the engine steam pressure has largely failed – the gauges indicate that the pressure is steadily falling away. The engines are still just about moving, but Bennett knows that in a short time the power will be completely gone. There is no more that can be done. It is time to escape. Bennett takes one last look at the empty engine rooms and then clambers up the stairs to the main deck. Hampshire is now disappearing into the waters head first, with the back of the ship still lifting out of the ocean. It is a frightening moment as the angle of incline steepens. Then, suddenly, there is a thud from below. The front of the ship has hit the bottom of the ocean, 65 metres down. The vessel groans from the clash of metal with sand, shale and rock – on the seabed are large Norwegian glacier melt boulders, a few metres in height and width. As the waves beat against the ship, the bow is now grinding on the ocean floor, ripping at the ship’s metal and gouging out a huge pit in the sand and shale down below.

         Bennett now reports to Engineer Commander Cossey the latest situation as he sees it: the engines are still going and the telegraph is set to half speed ahead. There is nothing else he can do. And there is no one else left in the engine room. If he reopens the hatches to get down below, there is a risk that this will just provide an entry point for the waters now seeping throughout the ship. Cossey shakes hands with Bennett, agreeing that nothing more can be done. They know that Hampshire has little time left. ‘Go to your abandon ship position,’ Cossey orders.

         Across the whole vessel, the crew are still urgently making their way up to upper-deck level, through the hatches that are now open. Men still queue patiently to climb the ladders. There is no panic, but there is urgency.

         Petty Officer Wesson has now made it to his abandon ship station on the starboard side. He can see that desperate attempts are being made to get the boats out – but without success, as the electric power is gone, preventing the lowering equipment from being used.

         The wind is howling. Banks of waves crash, one after the other, onto the decks. With the wind chill, it feels freezing. Wesson sees one of Hampshire’s boats being lowered with about fifty men in it. The ropes tying it are now cut. Then, disaster. A wave sucks the boat sharply to its crest, and then dashes it against Hampshire’s side with tremendous force, smashing the boat to pieces, and leaving just a few survivors struggling in a swirling mass of flotsam.

         Wesson knows there isn’t much time left. Clouds of steam are emerging from the front engine room on the starboard side. Realising that the boats cannot be lowered, men are now desperately jumping into the swirling seas from the quarterdeck. Some of the jumpers have already been badly burnt from the explosion. Others have wounds that bleed.

         Able Seaman Horace Buerdsell, aged twenty and with brown hair and a scar over his right eye, had been on the mess deck when the explosion occurred. He has been in the navy since 1912, having given up his previous job as a wire weaver. He got out via the centre hatch and has made his way to his abandon ship position. The gunnery officer, Humphrey Matthews, who escorted Kitchener, is also there. Buerdsell and others, including Lieutenant Matthews, now jump overboard from the cutter into the icy seas. Buerdsell has no life jacket and it is too late to get one. It is just after 8 p.m.

         Sailors are now rushing to get to their stations, by the boats or the three Carley rafts – simple cork-covered devices which can float in the water, allowing some men to stand inside on a wooden platform, waist-deep in water, while others are in the sea, clinging to the sides.

         But there are only three Carley floats on board. Those who were allocated space in the boats realise that these cannot be lowered. Some now throw pieces of wood into the water and plunge in after them, hoping this will offer some means of flotation. Some of these men swim. Others soon disappear beneath the mountainous seas. There is a rising sense of alarm and desperation. William Phillips sees a midshipman throw two small chests of drawers into the water and jump in after them. With one drawer under each arm, the man then strikes out in the direction of land – two miles away. Phillips knows that death by drowning or hypothermia is the certain prospect that awaits this sailor.

         The Carley floats are now being made ready for use. Able Seaman Bowman finds his, No. 1, amidships on the starboard side. Dick Simpson is there too. The float is designed to accommodate forty-five men inside with twenty-two more in the water, hanging onto rope loops around its side. Able Seaman William Cashman has also arrived, along with Leading Seaman Rogerson. None of them have had time to put their life vests on. The men get their knives out and quickly cut away the lashings that are holding the floats in place. The commander then gives the order to launch them.

         Float 1 is on the ship’s slips. The men push her off into the sea, diving in after her. Some have lifebelts. A very few have life-saving ‘waistcoats’ instead. Most have not had time to put theirs on.

         Water is now rushing through into the back of Hampshire, gradually lessening the angle at which she is pointing downwards. With the waves now close to the ship’s upper decks, Able Seaman Cashman is washed off the vessel into the sea and swims as quickly as he can to his float then clambers in. Looking back at Hampshire, they can all see the ship sinking forward into the waves, the rear of the ship still above the water’s surface and the propellers still turning. Rogerson is on the float now too. He looks back and can see Kitchener and his fellow officers on the starboard side of the quarterdeck.

         On board the ship, William Phillips now realises that the boat he has been allocated cannot be launched. He leaps into the sea and swims hard for the large Carley float he can see around 50 metres away. He drags his body over the side and into the centre of the raft – there are already around forty men in it, with more arriving all the time. Phillips has joined Rogerson, Simpson, Cashman and Bowman on Float 1. Others in the water quickly make for the float, scrambling into the centre of it over the cork sides. The middle area of the raft is now full. The only places remaining are in the water, hanging onto the raft’s sides.

         Petty Officer Wesson decides it is time to launch his float: No. 2, on the starboard side. Lofty Farnden is there with him, determined to get inside as he cannot swim. He has his life jacket on but knows it would not protect him for long in these seas. Farnden looks down with fear into the crashing waves below. Around him, he can see that attempts are being made to lower the galley and a whaler.

         Forty or so men crowd around Raft 2, including Stoker Sims, nursing his burnt face and hands. Sims sees a soldier, a servant he thinks, getting into one of the other rafts. He also sees another man in khaki clambering into a small boat. A number of the stokers who were badly burnt by the explosion are brought up from below and placed in Float 2.

         With others, Farnden and Wesson now cut the lashings, clamber inside the float and launch it down the sliding platform. It crashes into the rough seas below. It is not the authorised way to launch a Carley raft and with so many men inside it risks damage. But no one wants to dive into the freezing waters.

         Sims, though, has missed the float being launched. He jumps into the sea and manages to catch hold of the rope on the side of the float and drag himself inside. He breathes a huge sigh of relief – he is a poor swimmer and knows he could not survive long. One of the men now shouts out, ‘We must get clear, or we will be sucked under when she goes down.’ The men paddle as best they can, but they are in luck anyhow – the wind and waves are carrying them away from Hampshire, in a south-easterly direction.

         As they paddle, some of the men burnt and injured by the explosions desperately fling themselves from the sea onto the float. A few are screaming in agony as the salt water inflames their wounds. Able Seaman Buerdsell, who jumped into the water when it was clear the first cutter could not be lowered, now hauls himself on board Float 2. By now, the raft, which was designed for about sixty-seven men in total, has around forty-five men in it and perhaps another forty clinging onto the ropes. It is being tossed around violently but is still being driven by wind and waves away from the ship.

         Two floats, carrying as many as 150 or 160 men in total, are now heading away from Hampshire. One boat has been lowered and has capsized. Men are diving into the waters. Others wait patiently in or near their boats, still hoping to escape the ship without having to risk the bitterly cold waters below.

         Petty Officer Sweeney now makes his way down from the bridge to his abandon ship station. This is Carley float No. 3, the smallest of the rafts, designed for just eighteen men. Sweeney can see the failed attempts to get most of the boats off the ship. But, at last, one boat seems about to get away – the 27-foot whaler is being lowered, full of men. Thank God, thinks Sweeney.

         Able Seaman Bowman is now in the apparent safety of No. 1 raft, but, along with the others there, he is already shivering in ice-cold waters up to his chest. He looks back towards the ship and sees the same scene that Sweeney is watching – the whaler has been turned out and men are trying to get it into the sea. It is supposed to have space for just twenty-four men, but it looks seriously overloaded. And then, another disaster. The overladen boat, battered by waves against the ship’s side, suddenly cracks loudly and breaks in two, showering thirty or forty screaming men into the icy waters below. It is a shocking sight.

         Sweeney also sees the attempts to get the captain’s galley away. But if he is to survive, he must now take to his own raft. Other men are there with him, including Leading Stoker Read. Read has seen just one army officer, on the after shelter deck. He is a biggish man, by Read’s description, perhaps 5 feet 9 inches. Read did not recognise him. He climbed into the sailing pinnace. Read saw no more of him after that.

         Float 3 is now quickly cut adrift and Sweeney and Read put an injured mate into it then throw it over the side. Sweeney, Read and others then plunge 15 feet down into the water after it. They have not had time to put on lifebelts, but they swim for their lives, reach the raft and clamber in.

         It takes little imagination to guess what is going to happen next. Hampshire is now clearly sinking steadily into the dark and freezing waters. For those still on board, it is a terrifying moment. Many know that they have little chance of survival. The boats were supposed to provide safety for over 600 men. None have so far safely left the ship.

         In the sea, there are desperate attempts to get inside the three floats, but these are all now filled up. The lucky ones grab the ropes around the sides and try to keep their heads above the waves. The unlucky soon disappear. The waters are full of hundreds of men, desperately trying to save their own lives.

         Some of the ship’s crew still clamber into the boats on board Hampshire, hoping that when she sinks into the sea they will still be able to float away. And now, as the icy waters of the Atlantic flood through the ship, breaking down doors and washing away anything that stands in their path, the back of the vessel begins to settle down in the water too.

         The last to see Lord Kitchener alive is Leading Seaman Charles Rogerson. He spots the 6 foot 2 inch Kitchener standing calmly on the quarterdeck with his faithful friend Lieutenant-Colonel Fitzgerald. The captain is still shouting for Kitchener to go to the boats, but he seems not to hear. He must realise that, as a 66-year-old man, he has little chance of survival in the icy, swelling waters below.

         Bennett, the engineer on watch, is still on board but realises that it is now or never. He puts on his life-saving waistcoat and rushes to his own abandon ship station. It is by the picket boat and pinnace. These are boats that he is personally in charge of. There are sixty or seventy men around the boats, waiting to get away. On the upper deck, he sees two more boats filled with men who are hoping they will float away from the ship as she gradually settles in the water. Hampshire is now practically on an even keel.

         It is now 8.05 p.m. It is still light. The wind is blowing at force 9, sweeping over the boat and tearing at clothing, men and any other obstacles in its way.

         Bennett goes round to the sea side of the pinnace. The decks are slippery, covered in water. Men are pushing to get closer as they realise they are fast running out of time. Suddenly, Bennett falls – was he pushed, or had he caught his leg in a rope on deck? He crashes into the waters below, gasping from the shock of their chill. He knows he has to get away from the vessel before she sinks. He swims as fast as the waves will allow. He is now 30 metres or so from Hampshire. In the water near him, he can see other crew members – the commander and a midshipman. He heads towards a float he can see some way off in the water; he does not know it, but it is float No. 1.

         Able Seaman Bowman is on this float and can see the men in the water desperately trying to swim for the three rafts. He also watches the continuing attempts to get the galley out, but cannot tell if they are successful. When he last sees it, the galley is still suspended from the third cutters’ davits. More and more men are jumping from the ship into the waves below.

         Bennett is still swimming away from Hampshire – swimming, quite literally, for his life. And then there is a crashing sound behind him. He cannot see it, but those already in the Carley rafts can.

         Phillips, Bowman, Rogerson, Simpson and Cashman are all in Carley float No. 1, now about 100 metres astern of Hampshire on the starboard side, with around sixty men inside and another thirty or so in the water, holding onto the side ropes. Those in the raft now look back in despair and amazement as they see the vast ship which has been their home plunge downwards by the head and perform a complete somersault towards the land, throwing the remaining crew members on the decks and in the boats into the ocean underneath her and crushing the men in the water, close to the ship. It is a deeply shocking sight. Rogerson guesses that Kitchener must now be dead, dragged down with the ship and drowned. There does not seem any way that he could have made his escape in the short time since he was last visible on the quarterdeck.

         Those on Wesson’s Raft 2, now over 40 metres clear of Hampshire, see the disaster too, as do those few on Raft 3, including Sweeney and Read. They see that the boats, crammed full of men, are still tied to the derricks. Then, with a slow lurch, the ship rolls over. Everything that isn’t firmly secured on board now crashes around inside the vessel or falls into the water – furniture, food, medical supplies, equipment, ammunition and – of course – men. She goes down bows first and heels right over to starboard, the propellers still going around, slowly, as she plunges into the waters.

         At first, Wesson closes his eyes to the unfolding horrors. Then he opens them to see Hampshire turning over and drawing down into the vortex with her boats, wreckage and men. For a short while, her keel is visible on the surface, and then she disappears completely. Only the pockets of air, belching back to the surface in places, give a clue to her former presence.

         Below the waves, the huge ship is sinking slowly into the Atlantic. Hundreds of items are showering down into the ocean – the advanced guard of the wreck.

         Hampshire’s four deck-mounted 6-inch secondary guns now fall from their mounts and descend quickly to the ocean floor. They are almost 7 metres long and weigh in at 25 tons each. The huge weight causes them to assume an upright position on their journey downwards through the quiet waters. They fall barrels first, like darts towards the sea floor. As they strike the seabed, the barrels of two guns drive deep into sand and shale, disappearing almost up to their breeches.

         Bennett had not got far enough from the ship. He was still only 30 metres or so away as she turned over and he can feel himself being sucked down. It feels like someone has got hold of his legs and is dragging him downwards, downwards, downwards. Ten feet. Twenty feet. Thirty feet. It feels now as if he is almost 40 feet below the surface. Is this the end?

         He will not give up. He fights his way back up. He reaches the surface and gasps for air. He catches his breath and looks back to where Hampshire has been. Nothing. The great ship has disappeared beneath the waves. She is still slowly descending the 65 metres to the ocean bottom. A huge hole has been ripped out of her underside, behind the bows, as if some giant can opener has been applied to the front 35-metre section of the ship.

         All that is left on the surface now is wreckage and a few floating bodies, rising and falling in the waves.

         Hampshire has sunk with 749 men on board. She has sunk at the very peak of a force 9 gale in icy seas, with no escort ships anywhere near and no ability to communicate her dire circumstances. She has sunk at 8.05 p.m., just an hour and a quarter before sunset, apparently without being able to safely lower a single boat into the water. Now there are only three Carley floats, designed to keep just 150 men alive in the water for a short period of time to allow rescue vessels to reach them.

         The survivors hope that rescue boats are already on the way. They are certain that they will have been seen by the lookouts at Birsay and Marwick Head.

         But at 8.05 p.m. on 5 June 1916 not a single rescue boat has even been ordered out. The men of Hampshire are alone in a fearsome and freezing sea. No one in authority yet knows of their fate, let alone Kitchener’s Cabinet and military colleagues in London.

         Floating along in the waves, being driven south-eastwards towards the land, is the gunnery officer, Lieutenant Matthews. He had cleared the way for Lord Kitchener to reach the main deck. He will soon be dead, his life-saving collar only partially inflated, his wristwatch stopped at two minutes past eight.

         
            * * *

         

         It is the morning of 7 June 1916, thirty-six hours after Hampshire sank. Seven hundred miles away from Orkney, in London, two men are sitting in the study of 41 Cromwell Road, Kensington. Winston Churchill and Sir Ian Hamilton are in Churchill’s study, preparing their evidence for the Royal Commission on the Dardanelles – Britain’s disastrous attempt in 1915 to break through to Constantinople and undermine the Turkish war effort. Churchill and Hamilton are poring over old telegrams sent by Kitchener, preparing a case to place the blame for the botched expedition on Britain’s War Minister. If Kitchener can be made to bear the responsibility, perhaps there will be a political way back for Churchill, and the blot on Hamilton’s military career will be wiped away too.

         Outside, in the street, they hear a noise – shouting. But what is being said? It sounds urgent, dramatic even. Churchill jumps up, rushes to the window and throws it open. A news vendor is passing by, just yards away. Under his arm is a large bundle of newspapers, but it is the words he shouts across the street that catch the attention of the two men and leave them stunned and silent: ‘Kitchener drowned! Kitchener drowned! No survivors!’
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