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Prologue


It was a different kind of war, the first full-blown conflict of the twenty-first century, horrific, awesome, shockingly fascinating and played out in every detail on television. And a British Task Force of more than 30 ships and fleet submarines laden with assault aircraft missiles and an amphibious force of 4,000 Royal Marines from 3 Commando Brigade played a significant role in Gulf War II to depose the Iraqi dictatorship of Saddam Hussein. The Royal Navy ships were led by pride of the British fleet Ark Royal, whose battle group included the helicopter assault carrier Ocean, three Type-42 destroyers, two Type-23 frigates and two minehunters, backed up by the ever-present Royal Fleet Auxiliary, bearing all the necessary supplies, ammunition and paraphernalia of war. They were in action from the commencement of the battles, notably with the contribution of British fleet submarines firing Tomahawk cruise missiles in the early stages of the bombing campaign against Saddam’s murderous regime and in the massive humanitarian effort that followed.


These operations will be described fully in the chronology of these chapters, but what the world witnessed in those days of awe in March and April 2003 was striking in a particular and noteworthy element: the whole operation was conducted with remarkably few casualties among the forces of liberation, and many of those who were sadly lost in the campaign, and especially among the Royal Navy Task Force, were brought down by so-called ‘friendly’ fire. The high technology and precise nature of modern warfare were demonstrated in all their incredible power, and these aspects provide a striking contrast to earlier conflicts that will be examined and recalled in the ensuing pages by men who were there in the thick of it, back in the days when great battleships, whose names were familiar to every schoolboy, took the frontline of maritime warfare in an era when the Royal Navy was the most powerful and potent force in the world.


The big, capital ships have long been replaced by the nuclear-powered fleet submarines and carrier-based aircraft and helicopters to deliver their massive bombardment of destructive capability, so evident in modern times in operations in the Gulf, Afghanistan and against the Milošević regime in the former Yugoslavia. In a past age, though well within living memory, it was all so different, especially in the potential for great loss of life among the crews when the great ships went head to head, and when a single enemy bomb or torpedo could kill and maim hundreds on board, or send a ship to the bottom in minutes with no hope of escape. In this regard, there are few accounts more poignant than that of Ted Briggs, from Redcar, Yorkshire.


He fell in love with the battle cruiser HMS Hood when he first saw her as a boy when the ship paid a pre-war visit to the town, one of many public relations exercises that the finest ship in the Royal Navy undertook at home and abroad. She stood off the mouth of the River Tees, proud and belligerent, the brass on her decks polished and glistening in the sunshine, and her guns, huge and menacing, presented an awesome sight. Local fishermen were charging five shillings (25p) a time to row people around the ship, but Ted’s mother couldn’t afford the fare, and so he just stood and stared: ‘I had never seen anything so powerful and beautiful in my life, and I knew then I wanted to join the Royal Navy.’


There were three battle cruisers built in that class at the end of the First World War and which were among British front-line ships in the Second World War – Hood, Repulse and Renown – and of the three Hood was the finest. She had the reputation of being the most powerful warship in the world, the epitome of British sea power, and the grace of her lines brought acclaim from all who saw her, especially when she was travelling at full speed, when the wash came up either side of the quarterdeck. By some quirk of fate, Hood was the first ship that Ted Briggs joined after his entry into the Royal Navy. He enlisted on 3 March 1938, two days after his fifteenth birthday, and within three years he would find himself at the very epicentre of one of the great and most tragic dramas in modern naval history. He had completed his basic training at the infamous HMS Ganges, the huge shore-based naval school at Shotley, Suffolk, the strict but fair introduction to life in the Royal Navy for all young lads wishing to join the Senior Service. The pay was 5s. 3d. a week for a second-class boy and 8s. 9d. for a first-class boy, of which they were allowed to keep one shilling a week pocket money and the rest was put in the bank until they were 18. Ted joined as a seaman and chose to specialise in visual signalling, which in those days involved flashing, semaphore, Morse flag and flag signal, and was ready for posting in the early summer of 1939. It is as well now that he takes up the story:


Much to my surprise and much to my delight, I was sent to Hood. It was entirely different from training. You were treated as one of the ship’s company and, although the discipline was still there, it was more relaxed. As boys [around 110 of them] we had our own mess deck and you were kept segregated as much as possible within the confines of the ship. The older personnel treated you with rather amused tolerance. I joined her in June, just as Hood had finished her refit in Portsmouth. It was a very crowded ship. The wartime company was 1,421 but the main problem was sleeping billets. There were not enough sling billets [for hammocks] and so you slept where you could, either on the mess deck tables or on the deck. We sailed to [the naval base of] Scapa Flow and from there at the beginning of September and we were actually at sea when the declaration of war was made.


The captain broadcast that we were at war and as flagship of the ships at sea we made the general signal to fleet to commence hostilities against Germany. One of the jobs I had was making that signal by semaphore from the director of Hood. We knew that the Germans were constructing big battleships, like Tirpitz and Bismarck, but we didn’t know the size of them. Under the international convention prevailing at the time, they were supposed to be only 35,000 tons but in actual fact they turned out to be 50,000 tons and more.


Most of our early days were spent covering Atlantic convoys. They had their own anti-submarine escort, but the capital ships were stationed between the various convoys so they were able to go to their assistance if they came under attack. The first real action we saw was shortly after the commencement when the submarine Spearfish was damaged and the Home Fleet went to sea to escort her back in the hope of tempting the German fleet to come out. The German fleet didn’t come out, but the German air force did and the carrier Ark Royal and Hood were singled out for attacks. Ark Royal consistently had many near misses. They got a very near miss on Hood which peppered the port side with shrapnel. I was on the flag deck and actually watched the Heinkel that dived on us. I saw this black object leave the aircraft, and it didn’t register with me what was happening until it exploded just at the side of us and I realised we might easily have been hit.


Thereafter, Hood joined the often frustrating task of protecting the Atlantic convoys, although she did not see a great deal of action until June 1940, when she was detached to Gibraltar and joined Force H as the flagship under Vice-Admiral Sommerville on his mission to sink the French fleet at Oran and then returned to Scapa Flow, rehoisted the flag of Vice-Admiral Whitworth and resumed patrols. There were a number of chases, including hot pursuit of the German battle cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau, which had broken out into the Atlantic, but they reached the safe harbour of Brest and Hood spent time patrolling there as part of a constant blockade of the port.


On 20 May 1941 news that Bismarck had completed her trials and had ventured out of the Baltic reached Hood. She was sighted at Bergen in company with a heavy-class cruiser, Prinz Eugen, and that was the beginning of the hunt for Bismarck in which Ted Briggs, then two months past his eighteenth birthday, was at the centre of the action in his duties in the compass platform from where Admiral Holland controlled the chase:


We sailed from Scapa Flow at night on 21 May 1941. Visibility had closed down and the aircraft couldn’t keep contact. There was a flying boat at Scapa which went wave-hopping to Bergen. When he arrived there, the harbour was empty. Meantime, the cruisers, Norfolk and Suffolk were patrolling up and down the areas where the ships were likely to break out. Suffolk sighted Bismarck and a heavy cruiser and reported to the Admiralty. We intercepted the enemy reports and the admiral ordered complete radio silence, and we turned to intercept the two ships. It was estimated we would be in a position to engage at 2 a.m. on the morning of 24 May. Bismarck realised she had been sighted by Suffolk but was apparently unconcerned since the ship represented no real threat. However, Norfolk joined Suffolk and stationed themselves on either quarter of the enemy ships and carried on reporting their movements. Bismarck then decided she would try to chase them off, turned, came straight in and fired.


The two cruisers turned and got out of the way. They had radar but it was very much in its infancy and could only scan forward, and consequently they lost contact. Admiral Holland in Hood made the mistake of assuming that Bismarck had turned back because she had been located. But in fact she had resumed course, and we went to action stations at midnight. Meanwhile, the destroyers were rapidly dropping back because they couldn’t maintain our speed of 28 knots. Holland made a signal stating that he would continue on without them. Consequently, when the action took place the destroyers were 50 miles astern.


We regained contact with Bismarck on our radar at 3 o’clock on the morning of 24 May. She was about 30 miles off our starboard bow and she was steaming at 29 knots towards the Atlantic. Admiral Holland decided to maintain a parallel course until the weather moderated. He also knew what we didn’t – that when Hood was built, a lot of armour had been sacrificed for speed. So our deck armour was thin and vulnerable and he had to get in as close as he possibly could during the action so that the fall of shot would be a flat trajectory rather than a high plummeting effort from a longer range. Whereas our maximum gun range was originally 20 miles, but reduced to 17 because of her age, the maximum effective gun range was now about 12 miles.


He turned towards the enemy ships at about 4 a.m. We had Bismarck sighted at about 20 miles on the starboard bow and moved into the 12-mile range. There was an atmosphere of excitement and tension and apprehension. It was something we’d been waiting for. There wasn’t a man aboard that ship who doubted her capabilities, and when action stations began those below decks were given a running commentary of what was going on by the padre, over the intercom, in a calm, matter-of-fact way: ‘We have just sighted the two topmasts of the two enemy ships and will be opening fire very shortly . . .’


There was fear, yes. But my main fear was of showing fear. But it was mainly excitement. We opened fire, again fine on the starboard bow and consequently the after guns could not be brought into action. So we could only use the for’ard gun turrets. The Prince of Wales was on our starboard quarter and could also only use her starboard gun turrets. But we had made the mistake of assuming that Bismarck was the leading ship. In fact, the leading ship was Prinz Eugen and so we had to shift target as soon as the mistake was realised. We fired about six salvoes, the third of which hit Bismarck’s oil tanks and caused one of them to leak. She’d obviously been taken completely by surprise. Although she knew two cruisers were shadowing her, she had no idea there were two capital ships in the vicinity because we had been keeping radio silence. Bismarck replied, and her gunnery was extremely accurate.


Bismarck’s third salvo went over. The next salvo fell short and the fifth salvo hit us. It sounded like an express train coming through a tunnel and hit at the base of the mainmast. I was on the compass platform from where the admiral was conducting the battle, so I knew what was going on. We couldn’t see aft because of the enclosed bridge. All we knew was that we had been hit, because the ship shuddered and we were thrown off our feet. The gunnery commander went out on to the starboard wing of the bridge and reported to the captain that there was a fire around the four-inch ready-use shell lockers, the secondary armaments, and there was exploding ammunition going up there.


What struck me at the time was the unreality of it all. It seemed as if it wasn’t happening. It seemed as if you were watching a film. The captain ordered that the fire should be left until all the ready-use ammunition had exploded and the boat deck should be cleared of all personnel. By that time, we’d got into the range we wanted and the admiral ordered both ships to alter course to bring the after guns into action. Just as he did so, the next salvo hit us. That penetrated into X and Y magazines. Again the ship shuddered and we were all thrown off our feet. All I saw was a gigantic sheet of flame which shot round the front of the compass platform. Until that time, it had been a fairly calm atmosphere. The admiral was sitting in the captain’s chair at the front of the compass platform, the captain was standing close behind, the squadron gunnery officer was on the wing of the compass platform, the navigating officer and officer watch were at their positions and Midshipman Bill Dundas was standing by the phones.


Everybody else was at the rear of the bridge. It was very calm, and when the gunnery officer reported the hit, it was just as if he was giving a normal routine report. I have stressed the unreality, and it was – it just didn’t seem as if such a thing could be happening to us. The fear was there, without doubt, but control of that fear is something that one was forced to do.


After the hit, you heard the screams and noise resulting from the carnage. The ship started listing to starboard, then righted herself and then started going over to port, and carried on going over. At the same time, the quartermaster reported, ‘Steering gear gone, sir,’ and the captain ordered the change-over to emergency conning and by that time she was going over. We realised that she wasn’t coming back. There was no order given to abandon ship. It wasn’t necessary. She’d gone over about 45 degrees when we realised she wasn’t coming back and started to make our way out. I started to make my way to the door of the compass platform, and as I got to that door with the gunnery officer in front of me, the navigating officer stood to one side to let me go ahead.


I was about halfway down the ladder to the admiral’s bridge when I was dragged into the water. I realised there was a deck head above me and I just had to get away from it as fast as I could. I also felt myself being dragged down. Again, you can get to such a stage when you can’t do anything, and I felt myself being dragged down and down and down, and I just couldn’t do any more; I couldn’t do anything about it. I felt quite a feeling of peace; it sounds ridiculous, I know, but it was a feeling of peace and calm. Then I suddenly shot to the surface and I came up and looked around: the ship was vertical with the water and B turret was just going under so that the two for’ard turrets and the whole of the bow were vertical with the water and about 50 yards away from me. And I panicked and swam as fast as I could away. The water was covered with a four-inch-thick layer of oil.


There were lots of three-foot-square Carley life-saving rafts floating around and I managed to get on one of these. And then when I looked around, she’d gone; the mighty Hood had sunk without trace. There was a fire on the water with all the oil around and again I panicked and paddled away, sprawled on the Carley raft. Fortunately, when I looked around, the fire had gone out. There were two others on Carley rafts, and we swam towards each other, Midshipman Bill Dundas and Able Seaman Bob Tilburn. We managed to hold on to each other’s rafts for a while. We saw Prince of Wales disappearing still firing, because a ship in action won’t stop to pick up survivors. She had apparently reported to the Admiralty: Hood sunk, very little hope of survivors.


It was now desperately quiet, calm almost. But we couldn’t understand it. There was no one else splashing around, not a soul. I also saw in the distance the tops of the three funnels of one of our cruisers and they then disappeared. We floated around, and after a while hypothermia set in and I just wanted to go to sleep. Tilburn said he could hear a flying boat, and we looked up and there was a Catalina approaching. We waved and shouted and splashed the water, but they didn’t see us. The next thing I knew was Bill Dundas shouting. There was a destroyer ahead. I looked up and saw H27 approaching, and I started shouting and the other two joined in with me. Well, there were two destroyers and apparently the commander-in-chief just couldn’t believe that there was little hope of survivors and he’d sent them to search the area and so we were picked up. We were unable to move they dropped scrambling nets over the side and seamen jumped in to help us up.


The chief bosun’s mate threw a rope and I hung on to it. He shouted, ‘Don’t let go of that.’ And I shouted back, ‘You bet your bloody life I won’t.’ Anyway, we were pulled out, our clothing cut off, and wrapped in blankets. Bill Dundas was taken to the wardroom and myself and Bob Tilburn were taken to the sickbay. When we came round a bit, we were taken to the mess deck and applied with lots and lots of rum to warm us up, and it also had the effect of helping me dispose of the oil I had swallowed by throwing up.


It transpired we were the only three survivors [out of the ship’s company of 1,421]. Bill Dundas had managed to get out by kicking out one of the armour-plated windows on the compass platform. How he managed it, God alone knows, although he did sprain his ankle. Bob Tilburn had the most miraculous escape. He was on the boat deck and went over on the port side. One of the roof aerials which had broken loose tangled round his legs under water and he had to take his knife out to cut himself free.


We were taken to Reykjavik, where we landed up at the military hospital. The padre came to see us and we sent telegrams to our relatives. We were informed that we would be sent back to the UK in one of the ferries which operated between Iceland, Royal Ulsterman. We were put aboard her the following day, segregated into cabins, Bob and I in one and Bill in the other, and told we had not to talk to anyone. When we got back to Greenock, we were met by an officer, taken to the night-train bound for London and again told we should not talk to anyone about the sinking. We were met at the station in London by an officer in a car and taken to the Admiralty at about six in the morning, given breakfast and told that we were going to be interviewed by the Second Sea Lord, Vice-Admiral Whitworth. When we were ushered into him, he had tears in his eyes. He remembered me from when he was on Hood.


We all gave our versions, and we were told again not to talk to anyone until the court of inquiry, three months later. We also told him how we were dragged down and then shot to the surface and they came to the conclusion that a boiler had burst under water and we got caught in an air bubble and came up with that. But there wasn’t another soul [who survived], not another living soul, and the only thing that we can think of was that most of those on the upper deck would have been killed or maimed by the first hit and those below decks wouldn’t have stood a hope. Those on the upper deck would have been taken care of by suction.


As to the weaknesses in the ship’s armour, we knew nothing about that. I don’t think many people did, with the possible exception of the senior officers. But it was always intended that that weakness should be rectified, but in peacetime she could never be spared from flag-waving duties and in wartime it was impossible because of the length of time it would have taken to get the job done.


As to her sinking, it was always intended that Hood and Prince of Wales and the two cruisers would take on Prinz Eugen and the destroyers would come up behind to carry out torpedo attacks as necessary. But things moved with such bewildering rapidity when battle was joined. From the time we opened fire to the time Hood was fatally hit was about five minutes and she went down in three minutes from the time she was hit to when she disappeared.


Ted’s story is just one of many displaying the unique courage of men (and now women) at sea in the ensuing pages . . .




CHAPTER ONE


Britannia Rules . . .


There was not a shadow of doubt. As the world turned into what would become a catastrophic century in terms of wars and the potential for the annihilation of mankind, Great Britain and her dominions were protected by the most powerful navy the world had ever known. It would get better, too, in the years leading up to the First World War, as Kaiser Wilhelm II of Germany began to show increasing belligerence towards the political hierarchy of first his grandmother Queen Victoria, then his Uncle King Edward VII, and finally prepared to go to war against his cousins, Tsar Nicholas of Russia and the British monarch, George V. Over that period of time, the navies of Germany and Great Britain were being built up to enormous potential, a race that had been urged on the Germans by their monarch, who had been a regular observer, courtesy of his family connections, of the traditional Spithead Reviews of British naval strength.


The new British King George V also had a particular interest in furthering the cause of the Royal Navy. It had been his life as a young prince and it was his first commander and great friend of Edward VII, Jackie Fisher, who was to kick-start the Royal Navy towards its greatest strength at the beginning of the twentieth century. Fisher was appointed First Sea Lord in 1904, and his good friend Winston Churchill, who later became his boss as First Lord of the Admiralty, gave him full credit for the formation of ‘a great and powerful Royal Navy that would be capable of withstanding a confrontation with any other of the world’s most potent seagoing forces’. Fisher was, however, deeply distrusted by many in the naval hierarchy, who regarded him as a vain and indiscreet man, although it has to be said that he had made known his intentions to attack the snobbish old boy network that ran the Victorian navy like a yacht club. As an avowed reformer, he had also promised sweeping changes to improve the lot of the seamen who, at the turn of the twentieth century, were still abysmally paid and generally treated like dirt.


Fisher produced the blueprint for modernisation in every respect, although he would be criticised later for not having followed through with a plan as to how this great force could be most effectively deployed. On taking up the task, Fisher finally discarded some of the older ships – fine vessels though they were – that he believed were totally outmoded for the modern warfare that he envisaged. There were still ships in use in the fleet that dated to the Crimean War and beyond, and he was determined to replace them with a fleet whose speed and power would be unmatched anywhere in the world – and Britain, following the golden age of the Industrial Revolution, was well placed to achieve this aim.


At the apex of his plans was the dreadnought revolution, the introduction of battleships with unrivalled potency (see below) which he forced into being. Churchill was still Under-Secretary at the Colonial Office as this development came to pass, and he recalled early encounters with Fisher in his book The World Crisis:


[He was] at the height of his reign [as First Sea Lord]. We talked all day long and far into the night. He told me wonderful stories of the navy and of his plans – all about dreadnoughts, all about submarines, all about the new education scheme for every branch of the navy, all about big guns and splendid admirals and foolish, miserable ones and about Nelson, and the Bible . . . I could have passed an examination on the policy of the then Board of Admiralty.


Big guns, dreadnoughts, torpedoes and submarines were all Fisher’s fascination. As soon as he became First Sea Lord he began his programme of major reforms throughout the Royal Navy, ranging from improving the notoriously inhumane treatment of men below decks to upgrading the education and training of officers and men. The hardware, however, was the focus for his greatest upheaval both in terms of the type of ships and the manner in which they might be deployed. As described in this author’s earlier book, The Silent Service,1 he forced through these developments in surface vessels in tandem with the creation of Britain’s first submarine fleet, demanded research to increase torpedo ranges and, above all, sought dramatic improvements in the accuracy, range and capacity of the navy’s big guns.


He wanted to out-gun the world, and at the forefront of his plans was the great new battleship class led by HMS Dreadnought in which King Edward VII, along with all the other seafaring nations of the world, showed great interest. Ships, after all, had been the playthings of monarchs for centuries, and it was their navies that had provided the key to unlock power and wealth as their respective governments set about forming an empire for them to rule over.


It was a link that generated a quintessentially British style about the Royal Navy, with its traditional virtues of discipline and courage, and calmness under fire. Although at the beginning of the twenty-first century that ‘special’ relationship is something of a fading memory, and some would say irrelevant to modern times, the history was glorious, and exceedingly bloody, and before going on to examine Fisher’s contribution, it is as well to remind ourselves of some of the defining events in a thousand years of history in which seaborne warriors from Great Britain helped forge the destiny of the nation, and the world.


The most effective lesson of all – never to be forgotten – was learned in 1066 when King Harold’s warships on patrol in the English Channel returned to port after he ran out of money and could not afford to pay the sailors. Duke William of Normandy took immediate advantage of this state of affairs, dashed across the Channel to land at Pevensey Bay in Sussex, and thus became William the Conqueror. The great navies, however, began appearing in the sixteenth century, led by James IV of Scotland, whose fleet, created to patrol the Western Isles, was led by a massive new ship, Great Michael, which carried one of the largest arsenals ever seen. Not to be outdone, Henry VIII set about creating his own Navy Royal, as he called it.


His own pride and joy would be Mary Rose, built between 1509 and 1511 and one of the first ships able to fire a broadside. She generally carried a crew of 200 sailors, 185 soldiers (the first marines) and 30 gunners, and became a leader in that era of blood, guts and thunder. After a long career in which she was engaged in most of Henry’s wars, Mary Rose sank accidentally in the Solent during an engagement with the French fleet in 1545. Her wreck was discovered in the nineteenth century and was finally raised in 1982 and is preserved in Portsmouth. By the time of his death in 1547, Henry VIII’S fleet had grown to 58 vessels with a substantial array of docks and warehouses.


The more swashbuckling adventurers, however, appeared under Elizabeth I, who more or less privatised naval enterprise, producing personalities such as Sir John Hawkins and Sir Francis Drake, and their famous battles with the French and the Spanish. Most notable, of course, was the great British response to the arrival of the Spanish Armada in 1588 when the Navy Royal and the privateers combined to ensure an heroic victory. The British simply stunned the opposition with the brilliance of their tactics, the steadfastness under fire and the rather gentlemanly imperturbability that allowed Drake to finish his game of bowls.


It was another Elizabethan sailor, Sir Walter Raleigh, who insisted: ‘Whosoever commands the sea, commands the trade of the world, commands the world itself.’ It was a quotation that remained to the fore among successive British administrations thereafter, as the beginnings of empire gripped the imagination of seafarers and investors alike. The seventeenth century saw larger galleons with more guns, led by the latest English ship, Sovereign of the Seas, built for Charles I. The first ship with three gun decks to carry her 102 guns, she remained the most powerful vessel in the world for many years. When the Civil War broke out in 1642, the navy remained loyal to Parliament and was rewarded by Cromwell’s creation of the largest fleet Britain had ever seen.


By 1652 the navy continued to expand, and changed battle tactics successfully to assemble in long lines, each of three squadrons, which set the form for decades hence, and indeed were used in the First World War. King Charles II inherited a substantial fleet of almost 160 ships in the 1660s, a development that saw the creation of the Royal Navy that exists in the twenty-first century – although, curiously enough, on a far lesser scale. Britain was not without her reverses, by any means, and suffered losses in both European waters and in the Americas.


The French Revolutionary Wars and the Napoleonic Wars also provided the scenario for considerable activity, which ultimately took the French navy to full stretch, and although these wars dragged on for years, the remarkable successes of the Royal Navy placed the British in good heart for the future. Napoleon’s ambitions had been constantly frustrated by the Royal Navy’s harassment of his ports and ships. Horatio Nelson, meanwhile, came to prominence for his contribution to the British defeat of the Spanish fleet at St Vincent in 1797. The following year, Nelson’s charismatic management of the British fleet in the Battle of the Nile in 1798 became an oft-quoted example of tactical brilliance in launching a surprise attack on the disengaged side of the French fleet. He found his eternal place in history for himself and his ship, HMS Victory, during the 1805 Battle of Trafalgar, when his fleet demolished a superior joint force of French and Spanish ships. Although he was killed at the hour of victory, Nelson saved Britain from invasion by the French, once again reinforcing the belief that, come what may, the Royal Navy was the indispensable defender of the British Isles.


Historically, success in naval battles relied first and foremost on the tactics of fleet commanders. Equally, however, historians of the day recognised that the decisions of the commanders merely established the basis of what might be a great victory. The eventual outcome came down to the skill of the gunners and the strength, courage and sheer fighting willpower of the men themselves, and that had always been a brutal, deadly and horrendously bloody affair, very much a case of the survival of the fittest. In this particular sequence of battles, the British tars had ‘fought like dogs’ to achieve victory over their French and Spanish counterparts, whose desperation and determination were equally evident, but in the end were overcome. As one historian of the day recalled: ‘Willpower and courage must always accompany tactical art and science and often dominate the outcome of battle.’ When it came to it, the men were not simply fighting for their lives, but for their ships, and that in many respects was surprising because in theory they ought not to have been concerned about loyalty, only self-preservation.


These great ships were manned by a motley collection of seamen often drawn from the dregs of society, collected from jails or infamously press-ganged into service and who were subsequently whipped and cajoled into handling cannon, rope and sail. Dr Johnson famously recorded: ‘Why, Sir, no man will be a sailor who has contrivance enough to get himself into a jail, for being in a ship is being in a jail, with a chance of being drowned!’ As recruits to the navy were largely impressed men, no leave was granted to prevent ‘running’. The only consolation was that in home ports ‘wives’ were allowed on board, but most were prostitutes who brought venereal disease with them.


Only the upper deck enjoyed fresh air. The lower decks were all enclosed, and daylight and ventilation were by hatches and gun ports that could be opened only in fine weather. Lighting was by candle. The ship’s company was housed mainly on the gun decks, while midshipmen and other lesser crew members, such as the surgeon’s mate, were housed on the lowest deck, which was below sea-level and had no ports. Extracts from the Handbook for Royal Navy Medical Officers, assessing causes of disease and death among sailors, provide a disturbing insight into conditions.


There was severe overcrowding between decks, and a space of only 36 centimetres was allowed between beds and hammocks. Rats were a constant nightmare. Punishments were appalling, with flogging a daily occurrence and keel-hauling not uncommon. The diet consisted chiefly of salt-beef or pork, oatmeal, biscuits, beer and occasionally cheese. There were no fresh provisions except on rare occasions, and after a short while much of the food became rancid, with the badness disguised by salt, and biscuits were alive with weevils. Water taken on board in casks rapidly became foul. Pay was negligible, and a levy of sixpence a month was demanded to the ‘Chatham Chest’ for the treatment of the sick and wounded. The experiences of Tobias Smollett, who served as surgeon’s mate in HMS Cumberland in 1739, are recounted, and in particular his own accommodation on the lower deck among the holds for stores, rotting food and vegetable matter and bilges where foul stagnating water accumulated. Open braziers used in an attempt to dry the decks added fumes to the already poisoned atmosphere. The handbook quotes this description of life at sea in bad weather:


During such furious storms the spray of the sea raised by the violence of the wind is dispersed over the whole ship; so that people breathe as it were in water for many weeks together. The tumultuous waves incessantly breaking upon the decks, and wetting those who are upon duty as if they had been drenched in the sea, are also continually sending down great quantities of water below; which makes it the most uncomfortable wet lodging imaginable; and from the labouring of the ship, it generally leaks down in many places, directly upon their beds. There being no fire or sun to dry or exhale the moisture, and the hatches necessarily kept shut, this most stagnating confined air below becomes most offensive and intolerable. When such weather continues long, attended with sleet and rain, as it generally is, we may easily figure to ourselves the condition of the poor men; who are obliged to sleep in wet clothes and damp beds, the deck swimming with water below them; and there to remain only four hours at a time; till they are again called up to fresh fatigue, and hard labour, and again exposed to the washing of the sea and rains.


The overcrowding was often exacerbated by the need to accommodate fighting men as well as sailors, and for extra numbers taken on board for longer journeys to allow for ‘inevitable wastage’ from sickness and death. A ship carrying 100 guns or more and varying from 2,000 to 6,000 tons might have a crew of nearly 1,000 men, while a 60- to 80-gun ship would have 750 men on board at the outset, of whom a quarter might fall victim to disease alone, not counting other causes of death at sea. Diseases of all kinds were rampant, many brought on board by men pressed into service or collected from prisons. Scurvy was the scourge of sailors right up to the end of the eighteenth century, and the cause and transmission of some diseases remained unresolved until early in the twentieth century.


George Anson who, as First Lord of the Admiralty from 1751 to 1762 organised the Royal Marines, encouraged investigations into scurvy much earlier in his career when, in 1741, during his voyages around the world, he lost 292 men and had only 214 of his crew remaining on his return. Such a toll on Royal Navy personnel was not uncommon until naval surgeon James Lind, while serving on a 74-gun ship, Salisbury, carried out controlled experiments and observation at sea on the causes and treatment of scurvy, finally proving the value of fresh fruit and vegetables. It was not until 40 years later that Lind’s recommendations were put into effect.


Other common killer diseases included malaria, dysentery and typhus, or jail fever, the last carried by the many men brought from prisons, lousy and in rags. Because no uniforms or clothing were issued by the navy and without any facilities for bodily cleanliness, disease spread rapidly. In 1795, for example, Invincible lost a third of her crew to typhus within a month of setting sail. Initially, the cause was thought to originate from the impure air below decks, and these were only added to by the practice of fumigation by odious-smelling sulphur. The transmission of the disease by the body louse from person to person was not discovered until 1909 – although Lind had spotted the connection in his report more than 150 years earlier when he suggested a period of isolation for incoming crews. He wrote:


The most effectual preservative against this infection during a press would, perhaps, be to appoint a ship for receiving all ragged and suspected persons; their stay in her, however, should be short, as soon as they are stripped of their rags, well washed and cleaned, they should be supplied with new clothes and bedding and be sent on board the receiving guard ships. Such of their apparel as appears tolerably good ought to be cleaned, or if necessary fumigated with brimstone, and returned to them, but it will be absolutely necessary to destroy all filthy rags and all such clothes as are brought from Newgate or other prisons.


The image of Captain Bligh, especially that portrayed by Charles Laughton in Mutiny on the Bounty, therefore rightly prevails in modern times. Even so, many commanders were exceedingly anxious to sail a relatively happy ship, so that a crew eventually moulded together, bound by loyalty to each other, because at the end of the day the greatest loss of life came from the great battles at sea, as the two sides engaged in a war of nerves, and then broadside to broadside, when nerves and willpower were stretched to breaking point. ‘The cries of the wounded rang through all parts of the ship,’ remembered a seaman on board HMS Macedonian during the Anglo-American war of 1812 in a scrap with an American frigate. ‘The crew fought like tigers . . . our men kept cheering with all their might. We kept shouting and fighting.’


The American frigate was a new type of warship that came into widespread usage in the second half of the eighteenth century as the leading shipping nations sought protection from pirates for their merchantmen and fishing fleets. The Americans built some very large 44-gun frigates at the turn of the nineteenth century and in 1812, having seen them in action, Britain commissioned ships of the same design. The frigates became of special use in American and Far Eastern waters, and as Great Britain gradually and effectively assumed supremacy of the seas the Royal Navy increasingly found itself in the role of world policeman.


Warships were now to be regularly dispatched to sort out local difficulties in Britain’s expanding empire, and additionally humanitarian and scientific projects were added to their repertoire, following on from Captain James Cook’s incredible journeys of discovery and cartography in the late eighteenth century. In the nineteenth century the British Admiralty undertook extensive cartographic surveys which provided the basis for global shipping charts, sent warships to clean up pirate-infested waters in various parts of the globe and, after the abolition of slavery in Britain in 1833, despatched men-o’-war to intercept slavers off the coast of Africa from where the trade still flourished with shipments to other parts of the globe, including America until 1865.


The term ‘gunboat diplomacy’ also came into play as the guns became more powerful, allowing shore bombardment to take its place as a major mode of naval warfare, notably during the Crimean War in the 1850s and at Sweaborg against the Russians in the Gulf of Finland in 1855. In the latter action, the Royal Navy’s bombardment lasted almost four days, annihilating the enemy positions with no losses to the ships involved, while at Alexandria in 1882 the rebel forces of Arabi Pasha were bombarded for six days. At the same time, another major development occurred when both the French and British navies built armoured vessels, known as ‘ironclads’, for shore bombardment, on the grounds that they would be less susceptible to the molten metal shells designed to set fire to wooden ships.


Britain’s first iron-hull ship was HMS Warrior, which can still be seen today at Portsmouth. Commissioned in 1861, Warrior was the first ship of the industrial age, bringing together technological innovations such as the use of iron and steel and the introduction of steam power, albeit on a limited basis because of the shortage of coal and the restricted distance a ship could travel before needing to take on more fuel. Even so, Britain advanced so quickly that there were few threatening challenges to the Royal Navy and, equipped with an unrivalled lead in the Industrial Revolution in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, Britain pressed ahead with replacing all her wooden-hull ships with ironclads, progressively using thicker armour and bigger guns, mounted in revolving turrets. Bows were also strengthened to enable the greater use of ramming tactics, although it also led to a number of serious peacetime disasters in which ships were accidentally rammed, in fog for example, and sunk.


Among those involved in such an incident was the huge new battleship Iron Duke (the first of three to bear that name). She weighed in at 6,034 tons, had a complement of 450 men and came into service in 1871, taking the starring role as flagship of the Commander-in-Chief, China, and becoming the first capital ship to use the Suez Canal. On her return to Britain in 1875, she accidentally rammed and sank her sister ship, HMS Vanguard, off the Kish Bank, Dublin Bay, in fog. Vanguard sank within an hour, but all hands were rescued. After a number of refits, Iron Duke was eventually cut down to become a coal hulk before being sold for scrap in 1906.


From the early nineteenth century, Britain’s mercantile marine expanded rapidly in quantity, quality and capability. The standardised introduction of steel for armour for battleships also gave rise to the appearance of large armoured cruisers of almost equal size to battleships, but faster and more powerful. One other welcome side-effect of the improvement in the seagoing stock was in the death rate, which fell dramatically aboard ironclad ships, and the decline continued as shipboard technology required the recruitment of men capable of being trained to new skills, and with marines who were at last being trained specifically for their role. They were especially required to protect Britain’s now vast network of trade routes and her massively enhanced merchant fleet.


Another newcomer to the navy scene was the first British-built torpedo, introduced in 1870. A crude form of sea mine, it was first encountered by the Royal Navy during the Crimean War when two paddle-steamers were damaged. During the 1860s naval engineer Robert Whitehead invented a device capable of delivering an underwater charge initially just a few hundred yards. It was subsequently perfected into the familiar cigar-shaped model that could travel under water and strike the target beneath the water line. The frigate HMS Shah fired the first Royal Navy torpedo to be launched in anger in 1877 against a Peruvian ironclad, Huascar, and very soon many nations were equipping themselves with small, fast torpedo boats designed to attack enemy ships from close range.


The British Admiralty, having provided the world with the prototype torpedo, now had to hurriedly put together plans to combat them. They came up with the idea of specially designed fast ships to destroy the torpedo boats before they could attack. The first two, Havoc and Hornet, were built in 1893, and eventually the title of ‘torpedo boat destroyers’ was shortened simply to destroyers and their role was extended to become scouts and screens for fleets of battleships and battle cruisers – thus a new type of ship was born.


These developments in the second half of the nineteenth century coincided with Britain’s huge industrial advances in which shipbuilders and allied trades and professions took a commanding lead over the rest of the world. The technology and innovative design of both warships and merchant vessels put the nation well ahead of her rivals in virtually every level, and apart from being a world leader and exporter of ships to the rest of the world, the Royal Navy was well equipped to meet any challenge. Even so, a political pact between Russia and France exposed a weakness – and indeed complacency – among the navy of Queen Victoria, in that the joint navies of the two countries exceeded the power of the British fleet.


The naval hierarchy took flak from commentators who criticised their lack of intelligence about opposing navies, and for snobbery and smugness resulting from several decades of relatively unchallenged dominance. In the end, the British government ordered a review and in 1889 passed the Naval Defence Act, authorising a massive building programme to put the Royal Navy on comparable terms with the world’s next two largest navies, although ironically when the time came for action it would not be the French who were the enemy.


Now, for the first time, a complete revamp of naval thinking was called for, and the Royal Corps of Naval Constructors was given the task of spearheading the design and manufacture of a new generation of battleships and cruisers that were to be unrivalled anywhere in the world. Never had the navy been blessed with such an expansive and futuristic programme of shipbuilding, and Britain had the industrial might to turn out these new monsters in record time. The new plans would call for the building of 70 new ships and new dockyards over the final decade of the nineteenth century. There was no mention of submarines in these plans, even though numerous experimental craft had already been built by other nations. However, when the Americans successfully built a prototype of a craft under the name of Holland I after its designer, the Royal Navy ordered five submarines costing £35,000 each. They were just 64 feet in length with a beam of 12 feet, had just one torpedo tube and were powered by a rather dangerous petrol engine and a battery-powered motor for underwater propulsion.


The arrival of submarines in Britain was still a decade away when a great demonstration of Britain’s naval power was staged to celebrate Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee in 1897. But they were hardly missed. The incredible pace of change in ship design and construction, the massive conglomeration of mechanical structure that powered them and the potency of the big guns were apparent for all to see. Without withdrawing a single vessel from any of Britain’s overseas stations, more than 150 warships were mustered for a spectacular display during Victoria’s jubilee celebrations – four lines of ships, stretching for 25 miles, and including 22 battleships and 42 cruisers. The Germans were already taking copious notes and would continue to monitor closely the construction of this fleet of steel during the years ahead, as Wilhelm II brought his entourage to the various events hosted by the British royal family – especially the Spithead Review – where he (and his spies) saw for themselves the might with which Britain was equipping herself.


Even that show of might was not enough for Sir John Fisher, a renowned technocrat among the naval hierarchy who was soon to be charged with taking the British capability to an even higher level. Fisher was already a man of influence and power when he was appointed to the role of First Sea Lord in 1904. Born in Ceylon in 1841, he entered the navy at the age of 13 on board HMS Victory at Portsmouth. He was a midshipman in the Crimean War and in China (1859–60), where he took part in the capture of Canton. Promoted to captain (1874), he commanded various ships and the gunnery school and took a prominent part in the bombardment of Alexandria (1882) as commander of the battleship Inflexible. He was commandant of HMS Excellent when the future king, 20-year-old Prince George, joined his company.


On his elevation to First Sea Lord, he made no secret of his determination to shake the navy to its foundations, with modernisation at every level, and he became the hero of the lower decks by insisting on making life more acceptable down below. There would be greater emphasis on education and training, creating opportunities for promotion on merit and ability rather than social standing or the old boy network, and ridding the hierarchy of its ‘yacht club’ attitude to life in the Royal Navy – all of which raised the hackles of many of the top brass. These changes fundamentally altered the social order of the Royal Navy, although it would take years before the old ways were fully eradicated, especially those relating to the culture of punishment and heavy-handed discipline which was still endemic in the navy well into the twentieth century, even though such punishment was, in theory at least, regulated by law.


In 1871 the Admiralty issued instructions by circular letter (of 18 December) that corporal punishment was to be inflicted only in cases of (1) mutiny and (2) using or offering violence to a superior officer. A circular letter of 16 September 1879 directed that no commanding officer was to award a sentence of corporal punishment exceeding 25 lashes. On 10 January 1881 a Bill to abolish corporal punishment was presented to the House of Commons. This was withdrawn on 12 July 1881, but on 3 August 1881 the Admiralty issued instructions that the power of commanding officers to award corporal punishment was suspended until further orders. Administrative action was taken in 1881 to advise court-martial-convening authorities that corporal punishment was not to be awarded without Admiralty approval. Curiously enough, this order did not include the punishment of boys at the navy’s education establishments, and that continued for many years hence.


It was, however, still no picnic for young men entering the service. Chief Petty Officer George Terry recalls in his tape-recorded memoir for the Sound Archive of the Imperial War Museum that at the age of 11, in 1904, he entered Greenwich Preparatory School for Marine Training to follow in the footsteps of his father. He recounted that quite soon after enrolling he suffered a hefty caning of 12 lashes after getting mixed up with six boys who left school early to go to a fair:


We were hauled before the captain and were stripped of our merit badges. He then told us that as an example to the other boys we would get 12 cuts of the cane each. We were taken into the schoolroom and lined up in front of two marine sergeants who gave us six each. The skipper stood and watched. By heck, they were a real dozen and I have the marks on my backside to this day [almost 70 years later]. We could hardly walk. When we got up to our quarters, where we were supposed to prepare our beds and sit down for prayers . . . well, we couldn’t sit down, and the other boys had to get hold of us and ease us down on to the floor for prayers and then lift us up and put us to bed. That went on for over a week. It was the one and only time I was ever excused going to church.


George stuck it out, but at the end of his education at Greenwich he failed the test for the marines on medical grounds. During the training, he had suffered a hernia that required an operation. But having passed through the marine school, he was subsequently passed for the navy, which he did not want:


I didn’t want to go. I was really disappointed. My father was a marine and I’d set my heart on it. But I’d signed a contract, and my dad said I should go. In the end I was glad I did. So in 1908 I was sent to HMS Ganges, the shore-based training school, and it was a hundred per cent better than Greenwich. The food was marvellous, the sports facilities were very good and we were paid sixpence a day. I had never received any money before, and it went up when I joined Leviathan, the flagship of the training squadron, in 1909. That was a real experience for us young lads, and the beginning of my life in the Royal Navy. I never looked back.


There was another beating early on – six cuts of the cane for under-age smoking – and then George Terry had his first encounter of ‘coaling’, the loading of coal on to the ship, an operation in which every member of the ship’s company, including the chaplain, took part. And on his very first voyage, he witnessed a mutiny by the seamen:


We set off for Gibraltar as part of our training, and while we were there we did gunnery practice off the Balearic Islands. It was a reduced crew because we were a training ship, but many of the duties had to be carried out as normal. That included coaling. When we came back from gunnery practice, we had to coal the ship. There are two ways that is done: either loading the coal from a collier ship, when we had to attach the coal sacks to derricks that would swing them across into our coal hold, or we had to load it manually from the wharf. It was bloody hard work and everybody on board had to get involved, including the padre. The only ones who didn’t were the telegraphists, because they said the coal dust affected their ears. If the coal was on the wharf, we would have to carry it from there in wicker baskets or sacks; someone would put it on your shoulder and you’d walk up the gangway and on board to the coal bunker and tip it in. Now, we did this every time we pulled into harbour, obviously, because without it we’d just stop. If you’d got a couple of thousand tons of coal to move, you’d know about it when you were finished. It was very dirty work. There wouldn’t be anywhere in that ship where there wasn’t coal dust by the time you’d finished. It was slightly easier to coal a ship from a collier, or tender, because the coal was bagged up in the ship and lifted out by a derrick into the receiving ship, but of course the coal still had to be manhandled by the receiving crew, both sides of the operation.


And then, of course, we had to clean up. Well, on this particular occasion in Gibraltar, the commander, a bit of a twerp, came round afterwards for his inspection and wasn’t very happy. Reckoned the deck was in a mess and the coal not stacked correctly and wanted it done again. It was already early evening, just after tea. We were all called on deck before the commandant, but the seamen – the ship’s reduced crew of around a hundred – refused to turn out. They were warned again, and still nothing, so the skipper called in the navy police and the marines. We were still kept standing on deck during this time, while the seamen were eventually brought up and questioned. Most of them refused to speak. Anyway, the upshot was that six ringleaders were court-martialled, and got sentences of up to two years for disobeying an officer’s orders.


Complaints about coal dust and grime also demonstrated the vast change in the need and desire for personal hygiene in the Royal Navy that had occurred in a relatively short time, and especially since the introduction of modern conveniences that came with steam-powered ships had their effect. Although ragged and diseased recruits were by then pretty well screened out, many, of course, did come from homes where even running water was a luxury. When a true appreciation of Lind’s discoveries half a century earlier that personal cleanliness on board ship was essential became apparent, it began to become an obsession in the Royal Navy, and even then certain infections and parasitical conditions were unavoidable, especially because try as they might the presence of rats on board ship remained a problem for many years to come.


William Sweet, in his recollections for the Imperial War Museum, found the need for cleanliness one of the most memorable experiences when he first joined the boy recruits’ training ship Impregnable at Portsmouth in 1914:


Before we went on board, we took off our boots. And we never put them back on again until we went ashore – however long that might be – and for the rest of the time on board we’d be barefoot. It was then scrubbing down, cleaning out, and I must say the deck and the woodwork were, oh, dazzling, and they meant to keep it that way. Only the instructors wore shoes. And then, washing . . . as soon as you got up in the morning at 6 a.m., you had to wash in tubs of cold water. Without fail. They you’d be scrubbing down – scrubbing a section of the deck, which your class had to keep clean. Then you’d go down to breakfast and afterwards there would be a morning inspection of the whole ship’s company by the captain. You had to be exceptionally clean. And we had to have a bath two or three times a week and as soon as you had a bath you were inspected. Well, it taught you how to keep yourself clean.


Many of these improvements to life on board ship came into being during the early part of Jackie Fisher’s term as First Sea Lord and were later taken up by Winston Churchill on his appointment as First Lord of the Admiralty in October 1911. Fisher’s greatest contribution to the effectiveness of the then still Edwardian Royal Navy, however, was to convince the Admiralty, and subsequently the government who would foot the bill, that the Royal Navy had to upgrade its battleships and take full advantage of new steam-turbine technology. There was a race on, between Britain and Germany, and the Royal Navy had to ensure that its superiority was maintained.


Edward VII and Churchill were among those who ardently supported that view, and Fisher won approval to build Dreadnought, the prototype of a new class of battleships that revolutionised naval construction and made all preceding battleships obsolete. She was immediately copied by Germany, and Fisher persuaded the British government to begin the construction of eight dreadnoughts, although the original was herself made obsolete within a dozen years by the progression of technology in building the remainder, and subsequently the successors, the even more ambitious Queen Elizabeth-class battleships.


The original dreadnought technology was an amalgamation of a number of ideas already in existence that together enabled the creation of the largest, fastest and most powerful battleship the world had ever seen. Just as Warrior had been built 50 years earlier to scare Britain’s enemies, so Dreadnought was built in the record time of just over a year and launched in 1906 to spearhead the revitalisation of the Royal Navy in response to Germany’s own ambitious programme. Everything about Dreadnought was bigger and better, and newspaper reports of the arrival of this giant of the seas captured public imagination like no other.


The revolutionary aspects came with the use of turbine power and the introduction of big guns, a combination that was to dominate the world’s navies for the next 35 years. Dreadnought displaced 18,000 tons (more than 20,000 tons fully loaded), was 526 feet long and carried a crew of about 800. Four propeller shafts, powered by steam turbines instead of the traditional steam pistons, provided what was then an incredible top speed of 21 knots. Her firepower was also revolutionary. At a time when battleships usually mounted only four big guns and an array of smaller weapons, Dreadnought carried as its main armament ten 12-inch guns in five twin turrets. In addition, 24 three-inch quick-firing guns, five Maxim machine guns and four torpedo tubes were added for fighting off destroyers and torpedo boats. This represented a 250 per cent increase in gun power on predecessors.


Fisher’s next task was to create an even faster big-gun cruiser, the Invincible class, which was a dreadnought-type armoured cruiser but with only eight 12-inch guns which meant that with less weight the ship could rely on her speed of 25 knots for protection. The theory was that Invincible could simply avoid punishment from enemy ships by racing out of range, which, in war, proved not to be the case; as will be seen. The basic flaw was in the lightness of her armour, which was easily penetrated by bombs.


The problem was that Fisher was a man in a hurry. He took over as First Sea Lord at the age of almost 64, and to some extent his task was a combination of personal ambition and what he saw as a very grave need to return the Royal Navy to its world-beating status. He knew he had only half a dozen years or so to make an impact before he retired at the age of 70 in 1910, and he succeeded in pushing through massive changes – but at a pace that did not always allow time to discover some of the flaws in technical and tactical developments. It is no exaggeration to say that in many respects he split the navy from top to bottom with his controversial and outspoken assault on the status and working practices of the Royal Navy as a whole.


Churchill, watching then from his position at the Home Office, was certainly of the view that the drawbacks were outweighed by the dramatic impetus, technology and strength that Fisher brought to the management and effectiveness of the navy, and he would write later that he was utterly convinced that these factors contributed to a German defeat in not one but two world wars. Not least in importance was creating a career structure and promotion possibilities previously unheard of in the Royal Navy.


Churchill himself became a champion of these changes when he assumed the role of First Lord of the Admiralty in October 1911, having sought the advice of Fisher before proceeding. In his biography of his father, Young Statesman, 1901–1914, Randolph S. Churchill wrote that in naval matters Fisher had been Churchill’s mentor. Thus, the very first thing the new First Lord did on reaching his office was to seek counsel from his friend, and on 23 October 1911 he wrote: ‘I want to see you vy much. When am I to have that pleasure? You have but to indicate your convenience & I will await you at the Admiralty.’


Pay and conditions of disciplinary treatment were among Churchill’s early priorities. Having overseen social reform in his earlier duties at both the Board of Trade and the Home Office, he took up what he described as Fisher’s ‘vigorous assault’ on the navy. He considered that pay was the most pressing item. It had remained almost unchanged for 60 years, and he persuaded Lloyd George at the Treasury in Asquith’s government to allow the pay of older able seamen to be raised by 3d. a day to 1s. 11d. and that of petty officers by 6d. a day to 3s. 2d. It was less than he had campaigned for, but it was well received by the men.


Churchill then moved on to the thorny issue of naval discipline. He set up a committee under Admiral Brock and after thorough investigation, with written and verbal evidence from across the spectrum of naval personnel, recommended major changes in the administering of punishments by commanding officers. A complete overhaul in the internal administration of ships was quickly introduced. Promotion was also studied again, and whereas a number of elderly warrant officers were commissioned as a reward for long service but never went to sea as officers, Churchill introduced a scheme by which for the first time young warrant and petty officers could be given educational training ashore and then sent to sea as officers. This was an immediate success and was later expanded, much to the delight of the lower decks whose talents were at last to be revealed and recognised.


Churchill also pursued other major advances that were under way when Jackie Fisher retired in 1910. He had left a legacy of big ships and big guns, and another on the drawing board with more revolutionary assets was the massive Queen Elizabeth-class battleships armed with 15-inch guns but fuelled by oil instead of coal, once again stealing a lead over Germany. He had also pushed ahead with submarine development, particularly in the use of diesel engines, which was a great stride both in efficiency and safety. But there was one further aspect that Fisher studied, and which Churchill initiated, which in turn brought a rapid and long-lasting contribution to the strength and capability of the Royal Navy.


He introduced the idea that the British Senior Service should join the new era of flight. As early as 1909, when the British army somewhat tardily took responsibility for the formation of an air force, the navy was already looking at ways of equipping itself with both airships and aeroplanes. By 1911, water-borne takeoffs and landings had been successfully achieved with planes adapted with skis in place of wheels – which Churchill christened ‘seaplanes’ – and in January 1912 a plane actually took off from a platform built over the forecastle of the battleship HMS Africa.


By the end of the year, approval had been obtained to convert the old light cruiser Hermes into a ‘parent ship’ for naval aircraft, which in fact became Britain’s first aircraft carrier. The navy, now officially with its own flight wing under the title of the Royal Naval Air Service, placed Hermes in the annual review of ships in 1913, but sadly one of the seaplanes ran out of fuel and had to be rescued by a German ship – not that it made much difference. The Germans had long been aware of the British air operations, both with the navy’s efforts and those of the Royal Flying Corps. Churchill ordered continued work and trials to perfect seaborne aircraft, and at the end of that year gave approval for the commissioning of a ship capable of carrying ten light planes, but the overall complement of naval aircraft went much deeper, as Churchill himself recorded in The World Crisis:


The War Office claimed on behalf of the Royal Flying Corps complete and sole responsibility for the aerial defence of Great Britain. But owing to difficulties of getting money they were unable to make any provision for this responsibility. Seeing this, and finding myself able to procure funds by various shifts and devices, I began in 1912 to form under the Royal Naval Air Service flights of aeroplanes as well as seaplanes for the aerial protection of our naval harbours, oil tanks and vulnerable points. In consequence, I had in my own hand on the eve of the war fifty efficient naval machines or about one-third the number in the possession of the army. The War Office viewed this development with disfavour and claimed they alone should be charged with the responsibility of home defence. When asked how they proposed to discharge this duty, they admitted sorrowfully that they had not got the machines and could not get the money. They adhered, however, to the principle.


It was the final piece of the complete overhaul of naval thinking controversially instigated by Fisher and his committee of reformers, and continued under Churchill’s administration.


Nor had the navy seen the last of Jackie Fisher.


1 The Silent Service: The Inside Story of the Royal Navy’s Submarine Heroes, Headline, London, 2001.




CHAPTER TWO


And So to War . . .


In a dozen years, the Royal Navy had changed beyond recognition. The colourful traditions of Queen Victoria’s navy had been virtually obliterated, not without howls of protest, although there remained a large number of ships built during that era which, in the event of war, would have to face an enemy whose capital ships would blast them out of the water. The pace of change had been incredible: dreadnoughts, submarines, aircraft carriers, not to mention the technology that brought turbine power, big guns, long-range firing and wireless telegraphy. Supremacy was claimed, but the Royal Navy had not been seriously tested in battle for almost a hundred years, and the German fleet gathering its own momentum across the North Sea was looking menacingly ready to mount such a challenge, in which case all previous concepts of naval warfare would be of little value.
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