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 ‘There must be a beginning


of any great matter, but the


continuing unto the end until


it be thoroughly finished


yields the true glory.’


Sir Frances Drake, 1587










This book is dedicated to those who have


served, or are at present serving, with the


Royal Navy, the Merchant Navy


and the Royal Marines










Introduction


With the huge interest in oral history, particularly of the First and Second World Wars, I have combined my two oral histories of the Royal Navy: The True Glory: The Royal Navy 1914–1939 and The Navy: 1939 to the Present Day, into this new edition, Lost Voices of the Royal Navy.


      My great pleasure in compiling this combined work was to recollect with affection the many members of the Royal Navy, Merchant Navy and the Royal Marines whom I interviewed. What I have sought to do with this collection of personal accounts is to capture something of the spirit of the men and women who served at sea in World War I and World War II, and in the interwar years. This book, however, is not intended as a formal history.


      The book is based on taped interviews with those who served during this period. Apart from minor editing, these are their own words. In a few cases, a written account by the contributor has been included, such as the dramatic account of the sinking of Courageous, which comes from War in a String Bag, written by Commander Charles Lamb. The fine account of HMS Naiad’s actions is from The Man Around the Engine, written by Vice Admiral Louis le Bailly.


      Each person’s account is a chapter in itself, a chapter in the life of the person who related it. I have arranged the accounts, wherever possible, in chronological order. Because these are personal accounts, not cold histories, the order in which I have placed them may sometimes seem imperfect. However, wherever possible, I have checked for the historical accuracy of the accounts. The lengths of these accounts vary; some take many pages, whereas others select the most affecting moments. In some cases, contributors appear several times to tell of different actions in which they were involved.


      To give the accounts an historical context, I have included a short history of the Navy’s involvement in World War I, the interwar years, and World War II.


      I was especially delighted to have interviewed Captain Frank Layard and Captain Brian de Courcy-Ireland, who both served at the Battle of Jutland in 1916. Like so many contributors to this book, they gave long and loyal service to the Royal Navy. Sadly, like most of the contributors to The True Glory: The Royal Navy 1914–1939, they have passed away.


      One of my main aims throughout this book was to include accounts from the often unsung heroes – the Merchant Navy. Evidence of their courage and endurance appear particularly in the accounts of Operation Pedestal, the merchant convoy to bring much needed aid to the citizens of Malta in 1942.


      I would like to thank all members of the Royal Navy, Merchant Navy and Royal Marines who told me of their personal experiences, many of them for the first time. Everyone had interesting personal stories, and my regret is that I could not use them all in this edition. I would also like to thank the wives and families whom I met or spoke to, whose stories also deserve to be told. Those who served at sea have faced the rigours of training, understood the reasons for discipline, enjoyed the camaraderie and, in the face of sometimes appalling adversity, shown the courage, compassion and humour that this country has come to expect. They are part of a fine naval tradition dating back to Nelson and beyond.


      During my research, I have had co-operation and help from many sources within the Royal Navy, Merchant Navy and the Royal Marines, and I am also indebted to Hodder and Stoughton for their support in commissioning this title. I thank them all profoundly.


      Throughout the writing of this book I had the privilege to meet many fine men and women. These are their words – I have been but a catalyst.


Max Arthur


London


January 2005










PART ONE


The Royal Navy, 1914–1919


HISTORICAL NOTE


 


At 11.00pm on 4 August 1914 the Royal Navy was ordered to commence hostilities with Imperial Germany. Its most modern battleships were already assembling at the desolate Orkney anchorage of Scapa Flow that was to be their base for the duration of the war. The fleet had been fully mobilised for the summer exercises and the First Sea Lord, Prince Louis of Battenberg, had kept it together as the political crisis in Europe worsened. Five battle squadrons were concentrated at Scapa Flow: twenty dreadnoughts, five battle-cruisers and eight older capital ships; the English Channel was guarded by no less than 27 old battleships and 21 cruisers.


      For the previous thirty years, the numbers and capabilities of the world’s battleships had been an index of strategic power, studied in the same way that nuclear weapons have been since World War II. Imperial Germany had sought to challenge Britain’s long cherished status as the world’s premier maritime power. And it had lost. The declaration of war found the brash new German fleet still significantly outnumbered. Having read so many novels in which foreign navies attempted to land an invasion force in Britain, the British public expected an early trial of strength – a twentieth-century Trafalgar. But the German fleet stayed in port, its commanders and its Emperor acutely conscious of the odds.


      The Royal Navy’s responsibilities extended far beyond its primary role of countering the German fleet in the North Sea. There were three battle-cruisers and over thirty other warships in the Mediterranean. Cruisers were on station in the Atlantic, the Caribbean, the Pacific, the Indian Ocean, off West Africa, South Africa, and China. Its global reach was soon demonstrated as German commerce was swept from the seas, and a blockade imposed on Germany that would slowly but surely strangle its economy. Expectations of a headlong confrontation between the rival battlefleets were soon dashed. Admiral Jellicoe, commander of the British Grand Fleet, as the main force at Scapa Flow was soon christened, refused to risk his heavy units off the mine infested German coast. The close blockade of Napoleonic times was an anachronism. Germany’s ‘High Seas Fleet’ (Hochseeflotte) refused even to venture far into the North Sea. The first major clash took place on 28 August 1914 when British light forces raided the Heligoland Bight. After a running fight in poor visibility, three German cruisers were sunk, but only after the characteristically bold intervention of Vice-Admiral Sir David Beatty’s battle-cruisers. As the two British squadrons were ignorant of each other’s presence, and British submarines lying there in wait had no idea British capital ships were taking part, it was fortunate that a ‘friendly fire’ incident did not mar the operation.


      Germany achieved its revenge a month later, when three British cruisers patrolling off the Dutch coast were attacked by a single submarine, U-9. Several officers had expressed anxiety about this ‘live bait’ squadron and its vulnerability, but all published memoranda seem to fear a surface action with an overwhelming force of German cruisers, not an attack from beneath the waves. How the underwater threat could be so little appreciated remains a mystery, especially since Captain Johnson of the Cressy had spent three years commanding a flotilla of Royal Navy submarines, but on 22 September, Aboukir, Hogue and Cressy were sunk in succession. Aboukir went first and her consorts stopped to pick up survivors. Over 1500 sailors drowned.


      In its quest for a ‘place in the sun’, Germany had lavished vast sums of money on a naval base at Tsingtao, China. In 1914 the cruiser squadron based there vanished into the Pacific before the port was invested by the Japanese. On 1 November the Germans were intercepted off the coast of Chile by a smaller British squadron which brought them to action despite what proved to be hopeless odds. The elderly cruisers Good Hope and Monmouth were sunk with all hands, including their courageous commander Rear-Admiral Sir Christopher Craddock. Galvanised by a defeat that was reported around the world, the Admiralty despatched two battle-cruisers to the South Atlantic. That very week, German battle-cruisers carried out the first of a series of bombardments of British towns on the east coast, killing civilians in an attempt to lure an isolated British squadron to its destruction. ‘Where was the Navy?’ the Scarborough coroner would ask after another attack in December.


      With two battle-cruisers detached to avenge Craddock, Princess Royal covering the Canadian troop convoy, and the dreadnought Audacious lost to a mine, the Royal Navy’s numerical advantage had been dangerously eroded. On 16 December the Germans came within an ace of success as Admiral Warrender’s second battle squadron nearly clashed with the entire High Seas Fleet. Luck, typical North Sea weather and the timidity of the German Admiral combined to save the day. Meanwhile, the German Pacific squadron had the ill fortune to raid the Falkland islands just as the British reinforcements were coaling there. Against the 12-inch guns of the battle-cruisers Inflexible and Invincible, the armoured cruisers Scharnhorst and Gneisenau could only hope to win time for their lighter consorts to escape. Only one, Dresden, escaped annihilation, and she only survived to skulk off the Chilean coast until sunk in March 1915.


      In January 1915 the Royal Navy began to reap the benefit of an intelligence windfall: the capture by the Russians of an intact German naval code book. A sortie by the German battle-cruisers was discovered in time for Beatty’s battle-cruiser squadrons to intercept them at Dogger Bank. Although the Germans promptly turned for home, the inclusion of the armoured cruiser Blücher in their raiding force slowed them down. German gunnery proved incredibly accurate, Beatty’s flagship HMS Lion suffering grievously, but the odds promised a major British victory. Unfortunately, periscopes were sighted and the British turned away. A catalogue of signal errors then led the battle-cruisers to concentrate against the already crippled Blücher, while the remainder of the enemy squadron made good their escape.


      A month after the first major clash in the North Sea, an Anglo-French squadron bombarded Turkish coastal defences at the Dardanelles. In a daring – some said foolhardy – plan, six old battleships shelled the outlying Turkish forts into submission. A further bombardment on 25 February encouraged a larger force to penetrate the straits and break through to Constantinople. With their capital at the mercy of the fleet’s guns, it was hoped the Turks would sue for peace. Unfortunately, the attempt to force the Dardanelles failed on 18 March when the pre-dreadnoughts Irresistible, Ocean and the French Bouvet were sunk by mines. On 25 April, British and Imperial troops were landed at Gallipoli, taken ashore by small boats, often commanded by teenage midshipmen whose steadiness under fire attracted comment from many army units. The Australian/New Zealand (ANZAC) Corps would win undying fame during the Gallipoli campaign, but the Turks could not be dislodged. Perversely, the evacuation eight months later was a model of success. During the stormy night of 9 January 1916 the entire force of 16,000 men was withdrawn from under the noses of a vigilant and resourceful enemy, without a single life lost.


      If Dogger Bank was frustrating for the Royal Navy, it exerted a paralysing influence on the German high command. For the rest of 1915 the dreadnoughts of the High Seas Fleet skulked in port as the Grand Fleet continued its regular patrols off Scotland. In May 1916, again reacting to timely signals intelligence, the Grand Fleet put to sea for ‘another bloody sweep’ as one officer described it in his diary. But on this occasion the elusive enemy was brought to action.


      Both fleets were preceded by their battle-cruiser squadrons, the British battle-cruisers being supported by the four ‘Queen Elizabeth’ class 15-inch gun fast battleships. As at Dogger Bank, the German battle-cruisers were outnumbered, but their gunnery was deadly accurate. HMS Indefatigable exploded and sank in the first ten minutes. HMS Queen Mary blew up too, prompting Beatty’s oft quoted remark that ‘there seems to be something wrong with our bloody ships today’. Pursuing the Germans until he ran into the main body of the High Seas Fleet, Beatty reversed course. He drew the Germans north, transmitting tantalisingly vague reports to Admiral Jellicoe aboard the fleet flagship, Iron Duke. Winston Churchill famously observed that Jellicoe was the only man on either side who could have lost the war in an afternoon. Acutely aware of his enormous responsibility, Jellicoe nevertheless manoeuvred the Grand Fleet with a sure and confident touch. Deploying into line of battle at just the right moment, he placed 24 dreadnoughts squarely in the path of the oncoming Germans, crossing their ‘T’ as if on one of the peacetime exercises in which he had excelled before the war. First the battle-cruisers, then the enemy main body came under a devastating fire. But by evening, and in executing a simultaneous sixteen-point turn, the German fleet had sped back into the mist.


      Jellicoe had placed his fleet across the Germans’ line of escape. Desperate to regain port, the German admiral reversed course too early and ran into the British battle line again. Only by ordering his battle-cruisers to attempt a potentially suicidal run at the British van did Admiral Scheer manage to break contact. The German battleships vanished into the gloom. They were not to be seen again until their surrender over two years later.


      Scheer broke through the British light forces following Jellicoe’s battleships, and despite a succession of close-quarter battles throughout the night, no British ship managed to signal Iron Duke with the news. The old German battleship Pommern blew up when torpedoed by a British destroyer; the crippled flagship of the German battle-cruiser squadron, Lützow, was scuttled, but the rest of Scheer’s capital ships reached port safely – some so badly damaged they would be in dockyard hands for many months. Unrealistic public expectations, combined with clumsy public relations by the Admiralty fuelled the idea that Jutland had been a British defeat. The British had suffered more casualties and lost more ships. Yet it was the British Grand Fleet which was at sea the following day, ready to renew the fight. The German navy had no intention or capability to match them.


      The German war effort was increasingly frustrated by shortages of strategic materials. Despite some ingenious improvisations, German industry was permanently handicapped and the nation unable to feed itself. Although the British public was to be bitterly, disappointed by the battle of Jutland, the German civilian population would remember the end of 1916 as the ‘turnip winter’. While the German battlefleet failed to break the Royal Navy’s stranglehold, its submarine force began to exert a similar pressure on the United Kingdom. Even while fettered by international law, and compelled to conduct a ‘restricted’ campaign against British merchant ships, the German submarines inflicted appalling losses on trans-Atlantic trade. Once Jutland confirmed the inferiority of the German surface fleet, the U-boats were unleashed. Free to attack without warning, they came perilously close to victory in 1917. Merchant ships were being sunk faster than replacements could be built; Britain’s umbilical cord across the Atlantic was about to be severed. Anti-submarine weapons were developed, but locating a submerged U-boat proved extremely difficult. A heavily-patrolled mine barrier helped defend the English Channel while mine-laying in German waters accounted for several enemy submarines. Merchant ships with concealed guns, ‘Q-ships’, achieved a few spectacular successes but the ruse was persisted with long after enemy captains were wise to it. Promoted to First Sea Lord, Admiral Jellicoe was eventually prevailed upon to revive the eighteenth-century tradition of convoying merchant ships. Early Admiralty objections were proved to be mistaken as the introduction of convoys drastically reduced sinkings. The German assault on neutral shipping finally persuaded America to declare war. The USA’s giant economy sustained only a tiny peacetime army, and it would take over a year before America could deploy significant land forces in France. Germany made a desperate attempt to win the war on the Western Front in the spring of 1918, but it ended in failure. Imperial Germany and its allies were finished.


      The Royal Navy played a key role in the defeat of Imperial Germany. It transported the Army to France and guarded the Channel for the next four years. The British army expanded from 250,000 in 1914 to 5.7 million in 1918, the vast majority deployed and maintained overseas by the Royal Navy. At the outbreak of hostilities enemy seaborne trade ceased, German colonies were overrun and their ocean raiders intercepted and sunk. The blockade of Germany severely handicapped enemy industry and eroded civilian support for the war. The Grand Fleet was denied a glorious victory in battle, but its achievement was in no doubt as its squadrons assembled in 1918 to receive the enemy surrender. The once proud warships of the High Seas Fleet steamed into captivity at Scapa Flow, controlled by committees of mutinous sailors.


Leading Stoker Mechanic Jack Cotterell


I can remember, being about five at the time, the Boer War, and one particular song called ‘The Boers have got my Soldier Da’. My mother, though, didn’t take to the song at all!


      At twelve I left school and went down the mines. About three years later I was made redundant. I went to the Poor Law who would give you a ticket for what you needed. No money, just a ticket for food or clothes or coal. After a few months I found a job in a steel works, firing the coal boilers. I had to walk an hour before I started work at 6am and an hour walk back. It was a very hard life, but the only one we knew; and we had fun swimming in the canal and doing things that boys do.


      Georgie Day lived in Pontypool, and he was in the Navy. I used to like his uniform and of course he had tales to tell us boys of foreign places. So in 1912 I thought, that’s it, I’ve had enough of coal, I’m off to join the Navy. I went to Bristol to sign on for seven years with the option of another five years. And what job did they give me? Stoker!


      I went to Devonport for training and then was picked for the steam trial of HMS Centurion. The weather was awful rough off Portland Bill and we collided with a Swedish trawler. She went straight down. All we knew of it below in the boiler room was the bang. We must have hit her hard because her masthead lamp was flung on to our deck; there were no survivors. We had a lot of dockyard workers on board and they must have thought their end was near. Because we were damaged we had to return to Devonport.


      In 1913 I transferred to the light cruiser Gloucester which burnt oil and coal. She had 6-inch guns, a pair for’ard and another pair aft, with batteries of 4-inch guns to port and starboard. She also had torpedoes. You could look down on to the lower deck and see them all lined up. She was very modern and very fast, about 26 knots. You had to really shovel to keep her going! When we were coaling I’d be on the winch. We always coaled at sea.


      We left Devonport for Malta as part of a peace-keeping force holding the Greeks and the Montenegrans from each other’s throats. When the war broke out on 4 August 1914 we were in Alexandria. We got news that the battle-cruiser Goeben with 11-inch guns and the cruiser Breslau were in the Mediterranean and we were to search for them. We found them coaling off Messina in Sicily. The order received was to ‘shadow, not attack them’, which seemed sensible because with our 6-inch guns you would not willingly take on the 11-inch guns of a battle-cruiser. We patrolled outside Messina for two nights. Then they both came out. Well, we stokers went mad, we made that much steam Captain Kelly had to phone down to tell us to slow down. That brought a smile to our faces! We chased them for two days. When we weren’t stoking away, we’d go up on deck, where we could see the smoke of the German ships.


      We thought Goeben might make a break north-east for the Atlantic but as she passed Cape Matapan we were told she was heading for Constantinople. At one point we steered straight at the Goeben in order to get between her and the Italian shore and to keep her in sight in the failing light.


      The Breslau was obviously worried about our torpedoes and she made threatening passes. Of course, she could have blown us out of the water. All through the night, though, we pursued them. We were really working our hearts out down below while Captain Kelly kept them in sight, reporting their position all that night. The next morning Breslau had had enough. She dropped astern of the Goeben and crossed our course as if dropping mines. The captain saw through this and we opened fire at about 11,500 yards with our 6-inch guns. The Breslau returned fire and a shell went straight through one of our lifeboats hanging on its davits, which was a shock because I was sitting in the ‘heads’ at the time. I’ve never moved so fast in my life.


      We got the call from Captain Kelly to increase speed. He turned the Gloucester and closed the range so that he could employ his full broadside. The Goeben didn’t like this. She turned and opened fire again, but missed. We continued to shadow the enemy but from a greater distance. We were still working full out, but by mid-afternoon were running low on coal. At 4pm we heard that we were heading North 558 West at 15 knots, to coal. Our chase was over. We had been the first British ship to open fire in anger in the First World War and the first one to be hit. In the Admiralty report later we got this glowing account of the Gloucester’s action. It said the Goeben could have sunk us whenever she wanted, but that she’d been put off by our boldness, which gave the impression we had close support nearby. Then it said, ‘the combination of audacity with restraint, unswerving attention to the principal military object constitutes a naval episode which may jointly be regarded as a model’. You couldn’t ask for greater praise than that. Unfortunately both Goeben and Breslau escaped our cruisers ahead and made their way to Turkey. But we’d done our job. The Goeben and Breslau didn’t come out again for a long time and, when they did, they ran into our minefields.


      We returned to Malta and were there until October when we sailed to the Pacific to search for the German raider, the light cruiser Emden. In three months since the outbreak of war she had sunk seventeen merchantmen mostly going to and from Australia and New Zealand. We had been steaming for several days when we heard that, on 9 November, the Australian cruiser Sydney had battered Emden with shell fire until she was a virtual wreck and sank after running on to a reef.


      We put into Bombay for what proved the hottest coaling of my life. Thank God I was on the winch again. But that heat, over 1008F and the humidity of 90%, was almost unbearable. As soon as we had coaled and cleaned up we were back shovelling coal into the flaming maws of those boilers. You had to do it carefully. It’s a skilled job needing the firebed spread evenly and all the hollow spots filled and flaming to white heat. We wore blue tinted glasses to save our eyes from the white glare while we were looking where to spread the coal. The Gloucester had oil jets just below the grid of the fire.


      Our next task was to pursue the Kronprinz Wilhelm which had sunk fourteen merchant ships in the South Atlantic. We arrived in the area on 28 March 1915 where we spotted a steamship. As soon as it recognised us it turned and sped off, but we soon caught up with it and Captain Kelly hoisted, ‘Stop immediately. What ship?’ They replied that they were the Dutch ship Hendrick. But our boarding party discovered she was the collier Macedonia. She had been ordered to wait in the vicinity to coal and resupply a raider. We took the crew, who were a pretty rough lot, off the ship, and put them down below. We put our prize crew aboard Macedonia and sailed her back to Gibraltar. On the way we got a message from the Macedonia that the captain (who was still on board) had given orders to the cook to poison our crew. But the cook refused and told one of our officers. We took the captain off and locked him up. He was tried and later shot in Gibraltar.


      The Kronprinz Wilhelm, having realised she would not be able to coal, put into Newport, Virginia, and the crew were interned. The Macedonia was turned over to the authorities at Gibraltar. Her cargo of coal, ammunition and supplies was worth a fortune so we all shared in the prize money.


      We then sailed for Scapa Flow from where we did mostly night patrols. After the Pacific and Southern Atlantic it was a cheerless place and the seas were very rough. After a while we moved down to Rosyth, which was much nicer, to join Beatty’s Third Battle Cruiser Squadron.


Midshipman Henry St John Fancourt


I was born in 1900 and went to Osborne in January 1913. Our group of seventy joined initially at Osborne and stayed together throughout Dartmouth in the Grenville term. We later went on to do our Sub-Lieutenants’ course together.


      At the outbreak of war in August 1914 the senior term at Osborne was Blake. Instead of being sent on to Dartmouth they were sent to sea. Some of these young lads joined the Reserve Fleet which was being brought up to full commission in time for the big fleet manoeuvres which were taking place in July 1914. Three of the ships they joined were Aboukir, Hogue and Cressy, all rather ancient cruisers.


      About a month after the war started the three ships were cruising at around 8 knots just off Sheerness and the Hook, supposedly protecting the Expeditionary Force. Then, up popped a U-boat with a young commander who couldn’t believe his eyes. He put a torpedo into the Aboukir and, in good old naval tradition, the Hogue came alongside and lowered its boats to pick up survivors. The U-boat simply fired two torpedoes at the Hogue which went down pretty quickly. The Cressy, instead of learning a lesson from the Hogue and speeding off, went to the aid of the other two cruisers and was promptly hit by a disbelieving U-boat commander.


      Fourteen hundred men lost their lives, including ten from Blake who were about fifteen years old. I really don’t think the Navy knew what it was doing at this stage: it hadn’t been at war for years.


Midshipman Frank Layard


I went to Osborne House at the age of twelve and then on to Dartmouth. But at the beginning of the war in 1914 all cadets were turned out of Dartmouth to join various ships. Some of the boys who were only a couple of months older than me were killed at the battle off Coronel and on the Aboukir, Cressy, and Hogue, sunk by U-boat in September 1914.


      I, and five others of my term, joined our first ship, HMS Indomitable, at Rosyth in the Firth of Forth in September 1915. This is the moment at the beginning of every naval officer’s career which he remembers most vividly. For me, at the age of fifteen, it was like going straight from school into an unknown adult world which I knew would be pretty tough, and I felt very apprehensive as I stepped out of the night train at Inverkeithing station. I had received my appointment while I was on leave at the end of two months’ practical training at Keyham, where we had been sent after only two-and-a-half terms at Dartmouth. For some reason our sea chests, instead of being sent straight from the college to our ships, had been sent home and there was consternation among porters and cab drivers in London when asked to handle this huge and heavy article. It would not fit into a taxi and eventually it had to be hoisted on to the roof of a horse-drawn ‘growler’ which was the only way of getting it from Charing Cross to King’s Cross.


      We must have been a very comic looking lot as we came on board, with our youthful faces and squeaky voices. The ship had just finished coaling when we reported to the awe-inspiring figure of our commander, James Moreton, a very big man, covered from head to foot in coal dust. He christened us, ‘the war babies’ and immediately ordered an intensive course of capstan drill, which meant jumping down from the capstan with stiff legs to land heavily on our heels. This spine jolting performance was said to be a sure way to make our voices break. It had no effect whatever. We just had to wait for nature to take its course.


      Our life as junior midshipmen in the Indomitable was hard but by no means as tough as in some other gunrooms at the time. It was traditional that the ‘Young Gentlemen’ must be taught that forgetfulness, carelessness and slackness could not be tolerated and that they must develop a proper sense of duty, responsibility and respect for their seniors. Much of this education was done with the aid of the stick, or the threat of the stick, and very effective it proved. Do this or forget to do that and the penalty was a dozen or half a dozen over the backside. Fair enough. But, when, as sometimes happened, the Sub-Lieutenant would say, ‘All the young gentlemen are getting slack, half a dozen all round’, you didn’t know exactly what you were being beaten for, and it seemed unfair. Especially when, at one point, the Sub we had was six-foot-five with a strong right arm and an unerring aim!


      A gunroom punishment book was kept and during our twelve months as junior midshipmen the records of beatings varied between the six of us. We took it in our stride, even the young officer who received half a dozen strokes on twelve occasions. But the lot of the junior midshipman was probably harder in the war because, owing to restricted leave and general boredom when in harbour, the senior gunroom officers found their amusement in bullyragging the young gentlemen. The Sub of the mess had great power which he could easily abuse and not that many captains, commanders or senior wardroom officers worried much about what methods were used so long as the behaviour and general discipline of the gunroom was good. One or two extreme cases of bullying came to light, leading to official enquiries and disciplinary action, and as a result the harshness of gunroom life was gradually eased. But it was traditional that continual chasing and much chastisement was an essential part of a young officer’s upbringing. It never did anyone much harm unless carried to extremes and it certainly kept us up to the mark. There was here a danger, however, that these methods instilled into officers at a very early age too high a regard for, and obedience to, authority: a too strongly developed sense of the importance of rank and seniority resulting in the reluctance of junior officers to express their own opinions, and a too ready and unquestioning acceptance of those of their seniors. I think it tended to stifle initiative and fresh ideas and to create a tradition of rigid conformity. Yet this same system produced admirals and senior officers of the Second World War, many of whom proved to be brilliant and inspiring leaders.


      Our gunroom contained three commissioned officers: the senior Sub-Lieutenant who was mess President; another Sub; and a one-stripe Assistant Paymaster. There were, as well, nine Senior Midshipmen and an Assistant Clerk who ranked as Junior Midshipman. The senior snotties, as midshipmen were called, who had only come to sea a few months before us, were all Public School entry and some three years older. We thought that the much longer training, which we had done, more than made up for the gap in our ages and we always regarded ourselves as their equals.


      We took it in turns to be duty ‘wonk’ (junior midshipmen were known as ‘wonks’ and sometimes as ‘warts’) and this was a day when you had to be particularly alert to avoid trouble. The duties included calling the Sub, turning on his bath and seeing that he got up, being available at all times in the mess to run messages; dashing up on deck if the stove smoked to ‘trim the Charley Noble’, or in other words to turn the cowl on the stove pipe into the wind to prevent a down draught; being ready to jump up and light the Sub’s cigarette, never forgetting to carry a box of matches and, in fact, acting as general dogsbody. You might be sitting on the settee in the dog watches reading or writing up some lecture notes (the junior midshipmen were never allowed to sit in the armchairs) when someone would shout, ‘Duty Wonk, T. on the P.’ (meaning tune on the phone). Up you would jump, wind up the gramophone, put in a new needle – choose a record and start it up. Before you could sit down again there would be a roar, ‘Not that damned tune, you bloody wonk, put on . . . so and so’. The seniors all had their particular musical likes and we soon learnt what they were.


      When asked a question you were never allowed to say ‘I don’t know’ unless you quickly added, ‘But I’ll find out’. Then off you would dash to find the answer or hope that if you stayed away long enough the matter would be forgotten. If asked ‘Why did you do this?’ or ‘Why didn’t you do that?’ you couldn’t start your explanation with ‘I thought’ because you would then immediately be asked ‘What happened to the man who thought?’ Whereupon you had to go down on your knees and recite the sad story of the man who ‘thought’ and the three misfortunes which befell him in consequence. It went something like ‘He thought he’d got his trousers down and he hadn’t. He thought the French letter was all right and it wasn’t. Then there was something about a baby!’


      While still very new a junior midshipman might be told to go and get the key of the starboard watch from the quartermaster. Up he would go on deck and the quartermaster, knowing the joke, would refer him perhaps to the bosun who, in turn, would send him to the captain of the forecastle, or to the chief stoker, or the bandmaster, or the captain of the heads and so on endlessly until at last the unfortunate lad realised that the whole thing was a leg haul.


      Certain silly bits of backchat were invented by our seniors for their amusement and we always had to be ready with the appropriate response. One which sticks in my memory is this:


      ‘Utting,’ someone would shout (why Utting and not Hutton I do not know).


      ‘Sir,’ Hutton would answer springing to his feet.


      ‘What’s the use of you?’


      ‘None, bugger all, sweet F.A., sir,’ he would reply.


      He would then resume his seat amid howls of laughter. This little pantomime would be repeated day in, day out. We were easily amused in those days.


      If at any time the Sub said ‘Breadcrumbs’ the junior midshipmen had to stuff their fingers in their ears and shut their eyes. Something was going to be said that was not considered fit for the ears of the young gentlemen. If on hearing the shout ‘Negative Breadcrumbs’, you looked up. This revealed that you had not stopped your ears properly. You were then banged on the head.


      Shortly after our arrival in Indomitable we were ‘christened’. This ceremony took place after dinner on a guest night. One by one we had to kneel in front of the Sub with a ship’s biscuit balanced on our head and sing the christening hymn, ‘Lord of power and Lord of might at this festival tonight’. When we reached the line ‘Till the hand of grace comes down’ the Sub brought his fist down with a tremendous bang, breaking the biscuit and nearly knocking you out in the process. The last lines then had to be sung fortissimo, ‘Alleluia let us sing, hail to this our christening’.


      However it was not always hard work and hard knocks on guest nights. Often they were good fun with the band playing in the flat i.e. cabin outside, a glass or two of sherry beforehand, wine bill permitting, a glass of port with ‘The King’ and permission to smoke afterwards. The evening generally ended up with a sing-song round the piano, or races over or round the chairs, or competitive games like pushing a penny as far as possible with the end of your fingertips and both feet behind a line and only one hand on the deck. We were taught all the bawdy gunroom songs and jokes and we learned to drink, sometimes to excess, and to smoke. All this before we were quite sixteen. Regrettable as this may seem, I do not think it did any of us very much harm, and we kept ourselves reasonably fit with games and the daily dozen at early morning PT on the forecastle.


      Apart from these activities our everyday life on board gave us plenty of exercise. If sent on a message you could stand still just long enough to say, ‘Ay, Ay, sir’, and then you had to fly, and never should you be caught walking up or down a ladder; it must always be taken at the run.


      We were lucky in having an exceptionally nice lot of wardroom officers who would frequently ask us in for a drink or a meal. We really enjoyed Sunday supper in the wardroom with a cinema show or a game of bridge to follow. A guest-night dinner was even better. There might be dancing in the wardroom flat, or our snotties’ nurse, who was a great comedian, would amuse everyone by conducting the band or giving us one of his brilliant imitations of the comedian, Harry Tate.


      In marked contrast was the seeming indifference shown by our captains. (There were three during my time in the ship.) We were never asked into the cuddy for a meal and in fact he seldom spoke to us except to give us an order or send us on a message. Captains and admirals in those days were remote and mysterious people who did not consider it necessary to establish a personal contact with those under their command and who, in consequence, were seldom seen. There was no attempt to keep ship’s companies informed of what was going on and there was never an occasion, that I can recall, when the captain fell the men in to give them a pep talk. During my two years only once did the admiral of our squadron come on board and not once did we see Admiral Beatty; not even after Jutland. How different it is today.


      Because, as midshipmen, we were still under training, our parents, even in wartime, had to pay the Admiralty £50 a year to supplement our meagre 1s.9d. a day pay. This extraordinary arrangement was brought to an end through a question in Parliament. A parent, whose young son had been killed at the battle of Jutland, received shortly afterwards a reminder from the Admiralty that the £50 payment was overdue. Nevertheless, after paying our mess bill, we were able to afford quite frequent trips to Edinburgh and the local golf course with occasional visits to cinemas and theatres which shows how far a few pounds went in those days.


      Being under eighteen we were not allowed to smoke or drink spirits, but we were allowed a ten shilling monthly wine bill, which went quite a long way with port and sherry at 2d. a glass, and a gin at a penny. Gin was always Plymouth Gin. A tin of fifty Gold Flake cigarettes only cost 1s.3d. and on guest nights the junior midshipmen were allowed to smoke after ‘The King’. I bought my first pipe in Edinburgh and lit it up at the next guest night. Long before it was finished I had to retire to the heads to be very sick indeed.


      When in harbour we had instruction in seamanship, navigation, signals, torpedo, gunnery and engineering. Not only did our snotties’ nurse amuse us socially but in his lectures he was full of little epithets. ‘Seamanship,’ he would say, ‘is the application of common sense to the everyday happenings of maritime existence.’ And he could really mix metaphors. If you were trying to think of the answer to some question he would remark, ‘Silence is golden, but it cuts no ice’.


      At sea we were in three watches acting as lookouts in the foretop by day and as assistant 4-inch gun and searchlight control officers by night. We also did bridge duties and, at least twice a night, we had to get cocoa for the officers on watch and at the end of the watch it was our job to go below and call the reliefs. It was really frightening climbing up the outside ladder to the foretop in bad weather, clinging on for dear life as the ship rolled about and the full force of the wind caught you. With a stern wind the climb was sheer agony. You tried to hold your breath as clouds of hot smoke from the funnel swirled around you. At some point you had to open your mouth to take a breath and then you would have a lung full of the filthy stuff that left you coughing and gasping. On finally reaching the top you pushed open the small trap hatch and struggled through; no easy task when wearing an oilskin over an overcoat over countless sweaters. I lost cap after cap overboard as I climbed up and down that mast.


      Less dangerous were trips to the galley at night for cocoa. But even then you were dodging under the swaying hammocks, trying to keep your feet and balance the jug of cocoa as the ship rolled, and the smell, the heat and the steam in the galley was enough to turn your stomach. Calling reliefs required much perseverance and a special technique. No relief could be late, but also God help you if you broke the calling rules. Never, never could you shake or even touch an officer or shout at him. You had to switch on the light, call him by name, and tell him the time and report the weather, and repeat this until he was awake, then return over and over again until you saw him get out of his bunk.


      Occasionally we would go into Edinburgh to have tea or play golf or go to the cinema. There would also be the occasional afternoon dance for junior officers at the Kintore Rooms arranged by the Edinburgh ladies. If there weren’t enough volunteers for these events some of us were detailed off to attend and did so very reluctantly, at least I did, because at that age I was shy, I was very uncertain of my dancing and I was terrified of strange girls. I once appeared on the stage of the King’s Theatre. Lady Beatty had arranged a charity matinee and the Indomitable was asked to provide a turn. We danced the hornpipe which seemed to go down rather well.


      Running a picket boat was a wonderful experience, and a duty which every midshipman enjoyed. No modern motor-boat will ever match the beauty, elegance and dignity of the old steam picket boat with its sparkling bright work, scrubbed wooden decks and spotless paintwork. It was capable of 15 knots. Every midshipman took a proper pride in his boat’s appearance and each week he would be expected to give the coxswain an extra tin or two of Bluebell polish. The crew consisted of a Petty Officer coxswain, two bowmen, a stern sheetman, a fender man, a stoker in the boiler room, and a stoker Petty Officer in the engine room. When a midshipman was in the boat he always took the wheel himself and worked the engine-room gong while the coxswain stood alongside keeping a watchful eye. The young inexperienced officer was in charge, but the older and greatly experienced Petty Officer was there at his side to help and give advice if required, and this relationship was accepted gratefully on the one side and without any resentment on the other.


      On days when leave was granted all the picket boats of the Fleet would be waiting at Hawes pier, one alongside the other, having come in stern first in order to make a quick getaway. Each had an illuminated sign displayed on the top of the cabin. As the buses arrived down from Edinburgh the officers would stream on board their boats. With the engine opened right out, the whole boat throbbing and vibrating, the boiler-room fan roaring and sparks flying out of the funnels, a dozen or more boats, starting with the outside one, would go dashing off towards the ships lying a mile or two out. We looked on this return trip as a race and tried desperately to catch or out-distance the rest. In the excitement of the race, the midshipman could become very unpopular with his messmates, sitting huddled up on the top of the cabin, if he failed to ease down when the spray started to come over or if a sudden alteration of course brought water slopping in over the officers in the stern sheets.


      There was a great temptation to try and show what a brilliant and dashing boat handler you were. To make a good alongside at high speed, judging the tide to a nicety and pulling up with a smother of foam under your counter as you rang down full astern, was a way of demonstrating your skill, but it did not always come off. A small error of judgement could result in a crash which could easily damage your boat, or if a strong tide was running, getting your bows either swept in and firmly wedged under the ladder or carried out while the bowmen desperately struggled to hold on to the boat rope. This created a very undignified and unseamanlike situation, which you could have avoided with a little more care and attention and if you had not been so anxious to show off.


      Two incidents come vividly to mind when I recall my gunroom days. The first was the unforgettable sight of the Grand Fleet at sea. As you looked there would be just columns of smoke on the horizon. Then the cruisers spread ahead on the AK line would come into sight and then, at last, this huge armada of anything up to thirty battleships advancing in five or more columns surrounded by a close screen of destroyers. That was a spectacle the like of which will never be seen again.


      Again I well remember a combined wardroom and gunroom picnic at Scapa Flow with a tremendous meal of bangers and bacon fried up on a large fire and much singing and vast consumption of sloe gin in the launch on the return journey. Little did we think at that time that within forty-eight hours we would be in the thick of battle.


Naval Cadet Charles Drake


It was May 1913 and a very cold day. Exmouth term, which was just about to join Osborne, was lined up in two lines opposite each other on the South Railway Jetty at Portsmouth Dockyard. We were to be inspected by the First Sea Lord, Prince Louis of Battenberg, and the First Lord of the Admiralty, Winston Churchill. Prince Louis’s son, later to be Lord Mountbatten, was a naval cadet in my house.


      We were a diverse bunch. Among our entry we had C. B. Fry’s son and W. G. Grace’s grandson. Many of us were fairly impecunious and without private means. I remember the first time I put on my uniform my mother started singing from Gilbert and Sullivan. ‘When I first put this uniform on, I thought as I looked in the glass, ’Tis one in a million, if any civilian, my figure and form can surpass’. She was terribly proud that her son was joining the Royal Navy.


      Prince Louis of Battenberg had what I would call an imperial beard and Winston Churchill had a reefer suit and a yachting cap. Well, I was very young and didn’t know who they were: I thought Battenberg was King George. You see I had never seen a good photograph in the paper of George V, I only knew he had a beard.


      As they came down the line, Winston chatted away every now and again to one or other of the cadets who were all shuddering. When he was nearby, he suddenly turned round at right angles and pointed at me and said, ‘What have you got at the end of that lanyard, boy?’ I didn’t like being called ‘boy’, but I was very frightened and pretty small, too. I said, ‘A key, sir.’ ‘A key, have you?’ said Winston. Then he said, ‘Have you got anything else?’ I said, very quietly, ‘Yes, sir, a knife.’ ‘A knife, have you? Could you show it to me?’ I pulled the end of the lanyard out and held it out to him. He said, ‘Would you open it, please.’ It was very stiff but I pulled very hard and out came the biggest blade. ‘You’ve got that blade on that knife!’ ‘Yes, I have sir.’ Winston held the knife in his hand and turned to the others and said, ‘Now, my boys’ – I think he called us ‘boys’ – ‘when you get to the enemy, you must cut him down, cut him to bits!’ Well, this was a rather horrifying remark to hear from the First Lord of the Admiralty. However, we all mumbled ‘Yes, sir’.


      My dear mother and another lady behind us heard this and were shuddering with fright. My mother was probably thinking, ‘What have I put my boy into, cutting Germans to bits?’ I thought Mountbatten’s father looked a bit shocked too. But Winston moved off, laughing away. We were marched down in single file on to the tug to the Isle of Wight. We were then allowed a little bit of stand-easy time and we waved to our parents on the jetty as off we went to Osborne.


Able Seaman Jack Gearing


I was born in Greenwich in 1894 when Gladstone was Prime Minister and Queen Victoria was on the throne. In 1907 I became an apprentice waterman and lighterman to my father who, like his father and his father before him, had worked on the Thames. I had to sign the same indentures as my grandfather had – they stated that an apprentice had to ‘faithfully his master serve, his secrets keep, not waste his goods, nor commit fornication, contract matrimony, not play at cards, dice, tables, nor haunt taverns or playhouses or absent himself from his Master’s service day or night’!


      It was a hard life, but we respected each other, and we knew the ways of the tug captains, the pilots. We used to sail up from Faversham to London in our barge Mayflower with such things as hay, bricks and building material. On the return journey we carried home manure from the streets and stables of London for the farmers to spread on their fields. In 1912 I went up to the Watermans’ Hall to get a licence. This entitled me to take a fifty-ton barge on the Thames single-handed.


      In 1913 I could see how the world was going. So when war broke out I went to the RNVR recruiting office in Blackfriars and joined up. I became a naval man. I went then to Crystal Palace for square-bashing, including marching to Epsom Downs. I was in Benbow battalion, each battalion being named after an admiral. While I was there they created a balloon section, which I joined. We would go up in a basket beneath the balloon and would get up to about 500 feet. We were there to listen for Zeppelins. If we heard one we would call down. If the rope broke we had a grappling hook which you lowered down until it snagged on something!


      I was next posted to Scotland, then Chatham, and on to Devonport where, in 1915, I joined the Theseus. I hadn’t been on her long before we were told we were to sail to Gallipoli. A number of ships had attacked the Turkish fortifications, such as the Queen Elizabeth in February 1915. They did all right on the first lot of forts, but after that, all they hit was dirt. The Turks laid mines in the right places and did for the French battleship Bouvet and also put Inflexible and Irresistible out of action. The Navy on its own had failed and had to withdraw back to Mudros. It was decided that the Army would have to land and take on the Turks.


      We were told we were going to Gallipoli by the captain, and that we were to tow the Robert E. Lee. We arrived at Mudros and took on board a battalion of the East Yorks to fight what was to be one of the hardest battles ever fought out. In France, you attacked over open fields with plenty of places to land, but here you had nowhere to land. It felt as if we were going straight to a mountain that could see everything.


      As we got near Suvla Bay a two-seater British aircraft flew over us. I think he was seeking the protection of our gunfire, but he had been hit and came down near our ship. We put boats out, reached her before she sank and kept her up, but when we got the pilot and observer out, they were both dead. That upset us. They had been too long in the water.


      We knew that the four hundred men of the East Yorks were mostly fresh from training and few had seen action, so every sailor was given two soldiers to look after. We gave them our hammocks, made sure they ate well and gave them our rum. You see, we knew that where they were going would be like Hell on earth, so we gave them all the love we could, because they were going to need it. There was all those feelings, all that silence. That’s why I admire the British, they take it and they’re quiet.


      As we approached Suvla Bay on the night of 6–7 August, it was the darkness before the dawn. I stood on the gangway which had been fitted over the stem to allow the troops to walk down into the motor lighters. As the soldiers followed each other down with their rifles one got hit by a sniper and screamed out. I told him to shut up and put up with the pain or he would frighten the rest – that was my first scream of war. I was frightened myself. I took him down to sick bay. I was then put on a raft with a 5-inch gun and towed by pinnace into shore to land with the troops. I stayed with them for a day and then a picket boat came and took me back on board. Throughout the time we were there we bombarded positions with our five guns armidships, one for’ard and one aft. They were all 6-inch. I had never had any training in how to fire a gun but was made no. 2, the breech loader, on one of the 6-inch guns. Although I was frightened, I kept quiet because that was how everyone behaved. We were well protected against torpedoes by a ‘blister’, a steel casing which was about six or seven feet out from the ship and went all round. We were fired at, but the torpedo hit the ‘blister’ and did only a little harm to the ship. We had to retire for the day, but we were back the next day, all repaired.


      On one occasion the anchor failed. It meant the ship was in trouble. I had to help the diver with his equipment while someone screwed his helmet on. As he worked down below he talked to me on the rope. The Turks must have spotted what we were doing, so all the time he was down there they were shooting at me. But I had to stay by the rope and work out what the diver wanted. When he finished his work he tugged away and I got him up. And still they were firing at us!


      Each day when there was a lull we’d go in and collect the wounded. Some of them were terribly badly wounded, and all so young. Suvla Bay was reasonably flat and the soldiers had made homes for themselves or taken over where other battalions had been before they moved forward. I did my best to cheer them up and encourage them. But most of the time, I was quiet because there wasn’t much you could say in the face of all that horror. It was important that they had their own thoughts, they had to come to terms with it in their own way.


      Every Sunday we used to try and have a service on board and we sang hymns which were heard by the soldiers on shore. They told us how much it meant to them, so whenever we scrubbed the decks we sang out as loud as we could all the old hymns to inspire them: ‘Onward, Christian Soldiers’, ‘Fight the Good Fight’, anything that was rousing. It cheered us up too.


      I saw quite a lot of the Turkish prisoners on shore. They were badly dressed and always wanted our boots, they were so poor; but they were wonderful fighting men. They didn’t give way. We could see them fighting from the ship; they were good. We didn’t feel any anger towards them, we had a respect for them!


      We did get black towards the end. We weren’t succeeding at all, all we were doing was losing a lot of men and ships. Every day we were bringing in different men, different faces, all tired, all beaten. And it was so hot that summer, so hot. Then, as autumn came on, we knew things were getting worse on land, even with the reinforcements. We were watching a picture of failure fought out by brave men. But that’s what the British are like, they keep going right till the end.


      When we withdrew on 20 December it was dark. The soldiers were all packed so tight and quiet in the barges making their way to the big ships. We never lost a man, which was remarkable. As we were steaming quietly away I thought of what ‘Pincher’ Martin, who had done twenty years in the Navy, had said to me a few days after we’d arrived at Suvla Bay: ‘We’re not going to be flying the Union Jack here’. He was right. We were never going to make it ours.


Signalman Eric Peacock


I became interested in the Navy when a friend told me of his experiences in the Mediterranean. But I was under age and undersize at the time, so I had to wait until I was fifteen and three months in May 1913 before I could join as a ‘Boy’.


      I did my seamanship training at Devonport on Powerful and then on the Ganges at Shotley. After qualifying at the Signal School in Portsmouth I was allocated to HMS Irresistible, which was part of the Fifth Battle Squadron based at Portland Harbour. There was great excitement on board when war was declared on 4 August. Within a few days the squadron under the Flagship Prince of Wales sailed from Portland for channel patrol, accompanied by much cheering from the other ships and the Army manning the guns on the breakwaters.


      We moved at economical speed between Start Point and Dover in single line for roughly six weeks. During this time I got to know about coaling. We would drop into the Isle of Wight and as much as 1,400 tons would be hoisted aboard in bags by derricks from the collier. Apart from those on duty, the whole ship’s company took part with us boys usually in the dumping stations, throwing the empty bags to the collier. We got blacker and blacker as the day went on. A week later we would be back doing the same.


      Three cruisers patrolled east of Dover northwards. We often sighted them and signalled greetings. They were the Aboukir, Cressy and Hogue and we were very saddened when we heard how they were all sunk by one submarine.


      On 26 November we were at Sheerness. That day, as all days at 8 am, we were indicating by flags the state of coal, provisions and water. It so happened that Bulwark’s hoist was a bit adrift and so we were watching her. As her flag reached the top, there was a terrific explosion and then the startling realisation that the Bulwark was no longer there, just an open space between adjacent ships, calm water and bits and pieces floating. It was devastating.


      Early in January 1915 we sailed from Chatham to a secret destination, in the company of the battleship Majestic. Our chief yeoman, a wily man, had spotted some details on the captain’s chart, and said quietly to us, ‘I hope you all have your whites and cap covers’. This meant warmer climes. We arrived via Malta at Tenedos, an island near the entrance to the Dardanelles. We were told we were going to bombard the area and then force a passage through and shorten the war! Throughout late February and the first two weeks of March we were kept busy bombarding short gun positions and the village of Krithia. We also landed demolition parties to blow up any enemy guns still standing after our bombardment.


      On one occasion I went ashore. Landing in whalers at Kum Kale on the Asiatic Coast there was no trouble until we neared the gun positions, which consisted of big mounds of earth with the gun on rails in between, easy for running into firing and returning. Fire opened up from various points and one or two of the party were wounded, but the Royal Marines went into action and the demolition party got on with the job of putting the guns out of action. The firing ceased, and it was decided to proceed further inland. Until then I had done nothing but remain near the CO and keep all my equipment intact – a tidy load – for, besides my side arms, service revolver, ammunition, cutlass and necessary trappings, I also carried two semaphore flags, white and blue Morse flags, boat-flashing lamp and candles. I moved around with my pistol cocked for instant action and ready to frighten any Turk that appeared! We came to a big wall, apparently one end of a rectangular burial ground, and, as the firing appeared to come from the further end, it was decided to split the party, move up each side and charge round the end and annihilate the enemy. This we did but only to make a lot of cheering noise and meet each other! The sniping continued while we made our way to the whalers, one marine dragging a wounded comrade on a spade. I broke my pistol and littered the flag deck with six empty cartridges. I don’t know who I fired at, but I must have had a good time!


      The day of 18 March remains clear in my mind, as it was our biggest attack on the Turkish gun positions. Many battleships and destroyers (British and French) moved into position from west of the entrance into the Dardanelles towards Chanak. My action station was with the Fire Control Officer, in the foretop, high on the foremast, manning the voice pipe to the captain. Action continued throughout the afternoon with relays of up to four battleships stationed abeam moving forward as the leading ships got far enough and turned about to make way for the next line. The bombardment was severe and ships were hit. Apart from my excitement in passing and receiving messages, the Gunnery Officer had also climbed into the foretop and we had a direct line to the fire-control room. So I knew what was going on, and also had a magnificent view of the whole area. The first real shock was hearing a heavy explosion and seeing the French battleship Bouvet listing and gradually disappearing, all in seconds.


      The action continued; other ships were hit by gunfire and there were big splashes in the sea around us from near misses. I was completely occupied with control work when, suddenly, there was an awful crunch, the ship shuddered and began to list to starboard. It seemed quite a bit to those of us in the foretop! There was a complete silence for a few seconds and then the Gunnery Officer ordered ‘Everyone out of the Top’. One by one the crew went down the ladder, leaving myself and the two officers to follow, when the GO said, ‘Off you go, lad’, and down the ladder I went. Then just before I reached the lower top, a shell hit the foremost funnel and I let go the rungs on the mast and fell on to a number of gym mats which had been stored there. When I reached the upper deck I was yellow from the fumes. The Turks now decided we were a sitting target and guns from each side of the Channel concentrated their fire and made several hits. I remember looking towards the bridge and seeing the captain leaning against the rails at the same time as I heard the order, ‘Abandon Ship’. As I slipped into the water I was worried about a new pair of boots obtained on repayment from the Slop Room only the previous day, which were slung round my neck, but I never saw them again. I was soon picked up and taken to Queen Elizabeth.


      After the Irresistible, the QE was a wonderful ship, with spacious mess deck and plenty of room to sling a hammock. I transferred to the cruiser Phaeton and travelled to Mudros during a violent spell of weather, when I experienced the worst bout of sea sickness I ever had: the ship was pitching and wallowing, hitting ‘milestones’ every few seconds. I turned myself almost inside out, not an ounce of bile left inside me and, as we entered harbour, I was hanging over the rail like a wet towel.


      At Mudros I was chosen as part of a landing party led by the chief yeoman of the Irresistible to land at ‘W’ beach, Cape Helles. We spent a lot of time preparing. The only spare uniforms were khaki, but to maintain our pride we stencilled ‘RN’ on to our cap ribbons.


      We disembarked from the Euryalus with the Lancashire Fusiliers. As we moved towards the shore, tows were returning with the dead and wounded. The invasion force had been seen when Very lights were fired by the Turks, so rifle fire came from every point along the cliff top. There was also barbed wire in shallow water and on the shore. Somehow we got in bows-on, between bodies and wire. As I jumped out of the boat I had to try and keep hold of my signalling equipment, because that was vital – I wasn’t any good without it, for, as soon as we hit the shore, and despite enemy fire, we had to keep up our signals to our ships covering the troops landing. The Turks made several determined attempts to drive us into the sea. I found myself creeping forward, like an infantryman, and banging away with my .303 rifle. But really it was the Lancashire Fusiliers who held the day. They were marvellous.


      The first forty-eight hours were the most hectic as far as our unit was concerned. The Lancashire Fusiliers, with support from those who had landed on ‘X’ and ‘V’ beaches, gradually pressed back the Turks who had prepared trenches almost up to the water’s edge, but at tremendous cost of life. On one occasion I was standing alongside an officer from Army Signals while he was reading out the words being transmitted. All of a sudden he was hit and badly wounded. Everyone back on the ship thought I was dead because I rolled away out of trouble when he went down. It wasn’t just rifle fire that was so hard to endure but the heavy Turkish artillery from Kum Kale. That was constant – there was no peace. All the time we were kept busy: it was semaphore or morse flag by day, box lamp in the dry batteries, or boats flashing lamp at night. Later, when we got more established, we used a heliograph for hourly communications with Tenedos, which was about twelve miles away.


      We slept where we could, when we could, pulling a waterproof over us when it rained, and could it rain! The enemy aircraft used to drop a load of darts which dropped in showers which was pretty miserable. As the weather improved we could grab a swim, but corned beef and biscuits was still our daily diet.


      During my time there I got dysentery really badly. I managed to get hold of some flour and drink a basin full of flour water. I didn’t go near a bog for three weeks! Living in dugouts, and lying on sandy soil, meant that everyone became infected with lice. Even if you got rid of your old clothes and put on new ones they still came back. They would recommence attack as soon as you were dressed. Neither flame nor water could kill them! The heat, the unburied dead carcasses, and the rubbish brought in a plague of flies. Mealtimes were a nightmare because everything was black with flies. One particular lunchtime, eight Royal Engineers rigged up a table close by us and sat down to eat their bully beef. A shell burst and killed them all. We only found pieces when we went to help them.


      As the months went on we saw Turkish prisoners. We all admired them as fighters, but they were mostly filthy with torn and tattered uniforms. They’d had no pay for months and very little to eat. Yet still they shelled and shot at us. I even got reprimanded for not taking adequate precautions during shelling!


      Our wireless transmission station was visited by quite a few senior officers including Sir Ian Hamilton and Lord Kitchener. We also saw a lot of Commander Samson of the RNAS. Every aircraft that flew over to us was Samson. He really was a hero, he seemed free to fly where he wanted.


      Rumours of a possible evacuation came through to us before anyone else. Units began to disappear. We then heard that Suvla and Anzac beaches had been successfully evacuated with no casualties. By now, December, the weather was raw cold. Yet we couldn’t believe that the Turks would let us simply slip away. But they did, and on 8 January 1916 we left from the pierhead. Of that 20-man naval party I was one of the first on to the beach on 25 April 1915 and one of the last to leave. I was ten days off my eighteenth birthday.


Private Joe Clements


Royal Marine Light Infantry


I was born in Caterham in 1898 and at thirteen went to work as an errand boy for a local grocer. We worked six days a week and sometimes on a Saturday till 9 pm. I used to pull a two-wheeled cart for miles in all weathers for 2s.6d. a week. Sometimes on a Wednesday half-day the boss gave me half an apple.


      I tried to join the Navy at thirteen and was bitterly disappointed to be turned down. On the 18 August 1914 I left home and walked the seven miles into Croydon and tried again to join the Navy. I was told the Navy was full up but I could join the Royal Marine Light Infantry, so I signed on for twelve years. My age was sixteen and five months so the recruiting officer advised me to go outside and have another birthday. That same evening we were put on a train to Deal and didn’t get to bed till midnight, but of course we were up the next morning at 5.30. We were taught how to drill, how to shoot and how to swim in a canvas duck suit. In November I joined the brigade of the Royal Naval Division which had returned from Antwerp and three weeks later was posted to the machine-gun section. On 1 January 1915 we left Deal for a three-day march, but I suppose, looking back, we had in truth left to go to war. We marched 18 miles one day, 25 miles the next, and 25 the last day, all in full kit. Then they put us on a train to Blandford where we were billeted in a village school. The King and Winston Churchill inspected us so we knew we were going to the Front. It is funny how people don’t tell you, yet you know. The 1st and 2nd RMLI were to be part of 3rd Machine Brigade, 63 Royal Naval Division, alongside the two Anson battalions.


      On 26 February we embarked on the Franconia and, after a week, arrived at Port Said and stayed there two weeks training in the desert. Then we boarded the Alnwick Castle and stopped off on the rocky island of Lemnos which was very bleak and the right place for manoeuvres. So we were well prepared for anything though we didn’t at this point know where we were going. On 24 April we were told we were to make a dummy landing at the Gulf of Saros at the top of the Gallipoli peninsula. We did this to distract the Turks while the main force of troops landed at Cape Helles. We came ashore in six small boats pulled by a steam pinnace controlled by a young midshipman. We were told to make a lot of noise in the hope that the Turks would pull their army away from the south. Well, we made a hell of a lot of noise, but there was no one there, so we got back on the boat and sailed down to Gaba Tepe and landed on the night of 29 April, the day after the Australians.


      It was a bit chaotic as the Australians seemed to have discarded all their equipment on the narrow beach and climbed up the side of the cliff with just their rifles and ten rounds. The impetus of the push had carried them over three ridges, but of course the Turks were well dug in and counter-attacked. The Australians couldn’t hold them and eventually ran out of ammunition and made their way back to the first ridge where we took over. As quiet as we could we went up the gully in the dark each following in the footsteps of the chap in front. Eventually we made the rocky ground of the first ridge. I fixed up my Maxim machine-gun behind sandbags at the end of a gully, then sat and waited. It was still dark when we heard trumpets blowing as the Turks came at us in droves from the other end of the gully from where we were positioned. I didn’t have to take aim, I just fired and mowed them down. You couldn’t miss, there were so many of them. It was like firing into a mass of bodies gelled together.


      Eventually they withdrew. But they came again seven times that night and each time we drove them back. Come the dawn, they had gone, only the bodies were left. A young lieutenant came across later that morning to tell us that we were moving on. I was about to dismantle my machine-gun when he noticed that I only had a few rounds left in one of the bands. He told me that he had never fired a machine-gun and asked if I’d show him how to do it, which I did. He sat down behind the steel guard and sandbag and fired away and then suddenly slumped back, a bullet through his head. A Turkish sniper had managed to hit him through a very small slit in the steel guard. A young man killed by an unlucky chance.


      From there we were moved by lighter to Cape Helles. After looking around at the forts and the effect of the first naval bombardment, we sorted out the beach, then made our way up the slippery communication trench to our new position. On the way up there was an arm sticking out so we all shook its hand saying, ‘Hello, Johnny.’ We took over from one of the Anson battalions. The trenches were about six foot deep and on top we piled sandbags about three feet high, front and back, and on top of that was concertina wire. You certainly didn’t put your head over the top because you were only about 150 to 200 yards from the Turks. I fixed my machine-gun between the sandbags with a firing step below. The Indian Army brought us up food on mules, but it was bully beef and biscuit for the first three months. Then one day we were issued a loaf of bread to share between seven men – it was such a change! Occasionally we’d exchange some bully for curry and mix that with the beef.


      We needed to get water but the Turks used to mark the point of the stream we were using and put snipers in. Because I was still a boy I didn’t ever get my rum ration but my mother sent me packets of Navy Cut cigarettes. We soon discarded our sun helmets and used a forage cap or balaclava because there were no steel helmets then. Forever in our clothes were lice. You could never destroy them and of course there were the flies, flies on everything, your food, your skin, your face and of course on the dead bodies out in no-man’s- land. About 20 yards in front of me was a dead Turk. Everyday he became more bloated until eventually he burst. The smell was dreadful, but we seemed to take death in our stride.


      Our daily ‘stand to’ was at dawn and from then on it was two hours on, one hour off. We’d usually get fired on either by snipers or from the heavy artillery which sometimes used shrapnel shells – they were really nasty things. On one occasion I ducked down with the rest of the trench and felt something hit my back. It had hit the webbing and hadn’t pierced me. I was very lucky. A great drain on our nerves was ‘Asiatic Annie’ – a big, heavy gun – which was fired from some distance. You could count in seconds how long it would be before the shell landed.


      I had my machine-gun trained on Krithia which was probably just over a thousand yards away where there was a road used by mule trains. We would fire and make the mules jump about a bit. At night we were sometimes told not to fire in certain directions because we had patrols out. One night the Gurkhas were out there, so we were keeping a close watch. Out of the dark came this voice to warn us not to shoot, ‘All right, Tommy, all right’. Then I saw this smiling face coming in and it wasn’t till he’d got in the trench that I realised he was carrying the head of a Turk! He had used his kukri.


      As the summer went on water points were organised and we used to take it in turn to fetch it back in a bucket. One day while I was out, the Turks opened up on the reserve trench, then mid-way, and finally dropped a shell on my machine-gun post, and killed my no. 2, Jock Twycross, and wounded four or five nearby. That could easily have been me. I was sorry to lose him because we had shared a lot together. But then that is war.


      On 4 June we didn’t see the attack by the Collingwood battalion but we did see the repercussions. The Collingwoods were brand new, had never seen action, and were ordered to attack, 800-strong, in glaring sunlight shortly after noon. Many did not get further than the parapet before being mown down. By the next day they had lost 25 officers and around 600 other ranks. The remnants, as they passed by us, were in a bad way.


      Come November 1915 it got very cold. There was continuous rain which filled up the trenches, so we had to sleep on the parapets. The Turks did the same, I suppose. We had an unspoken truce and didn’t shoot at sleeping men. But it was so cold and we were always wet. On Christmas Day we were in the firing line and were served one slice of pudding and seven dates. Two days later we went down into our dug-out to change our clothes only to find our packs with our clean washing under three feet of water. We managed eventually to dry them out. Then, for another treat, they put us into the firing line for New Year’s Day.


      The first we knew of the evacuation was when the French moved out on 1 January. We spread out into their trenches to extend the line. We didn’t know that Anzac and Suvla beaches had already been evacuated. On 8 January we began to destroy food and rifles that were not needed. We then tied empty sandbags around our feet, secured our water bottles so that they wouldn’t clank around, and at midnight we moved off. I carried my machine-gun for over five miles in the dark until we reached the beach. As we were walking ‘Asiatic Annie’ fired several shells. We had come to hate her throughout our time at Gallipoli. The Turks didn’t know we were going. Firing from the Asiatic side, Annie had always been a law unto herself.


      We clambered on to a lighter and were carried out to the Prince George. The crew looked after us and gave us a meal of bully. As soon as I’d eaten it I fell fast asleep on the deck down below and the next morning we arrived in Mudros where we’d left from in April the previous year.


      In those nine months the Royal Naval Division suffered terrible casualties. We had lost 1,653 killed, another 600 had died of their wounds. A further 238 had died of illness, and over 5,000 had been wounded.


Private Hubert Trotman


Royal Marine Light Infantry


I was born in Abingdon in 1897, the year of Queen Victoria’s Diamond Jubilee. When I was eleven I won a scholarship and went to Abingdon Grammar School. I left school when I was fourteen because I was wanted in the family bakery business. I had always worked in the bakery after school and at weekends; it was expected of me and I wanted to do it. But it was a job that never finished: it was all hours. As you finished one day you seemed to start the next.


      We were one person my father and me. He was my world: I had worked with him from the time I could walk. He was so proud of me when, at thirteen, I won first prize at the Agricultural Hall in London for my loaf. I got first prize again later, out of 3,000, for my Hovis ginger fruit cake. So he wasn’t very happy with me joining up, so I waited until Christmas was over and joined on 30 December 1916. All my pals had joined up so I wanted to be with them. We had all been through OTC at school. Most of them are lying out in France now and their names are on the War Memorial.


      I joined the Royal Marines and took a train to Deal to start my training. The month’s training was tough. I can tell you that that was a training. Fifty men to a squad and each squad had a sergeant instructor. By God they were tough on you. You couldn’t even move an eyelid unless the sergeant told you to. They were tin gods, those sergeants, but they turned out some real fighting men. From there I went to Blandford for my small arms training. It was there that I heard of General Trotman of the Royal Marines. I didn’t know it at the time, but he was my father’s cousin and there was a strong physical resemblance. He wanted me to take a commission but I told him I wanted to be one of the boys; they were a great bunch of lads, my squad.


      Towards the end of the training came the hard bit – a test of skills with an officer observing. The officer followed each man separately on his horse. He carried a clipboard and took notes. We were told we were on active service. You would be walking along with fixed bayonet, looking for the enemy, when all of a sudden he would blow his whistle and a wooden head would pop up, and I would have to shoot at it. With different blasts of the whistles something else would happen and it went on like that throughout the course. Another thing we had to do was run a mile in full marching order in a certain time.


      We were fit when we went from Blandford to the Somme in early April 1917 with the 2nd Royal Marine Battalion. We took over the trenches the Germans had vacated. They were full of mud. I saw a lot of men invalided out with trenchfoot but it didn’t happen to me because I never took my boots off. The whole of the time I was on the Somme all I had to eat was bully beef, tinned beans and hard dog biscuits. Occasionally we would get a loaf of bread between six of us. It used to come up in a sandbag. If it was raining it would be wet. If the bloke carrying it slipped over, it would be muddy. I always remember the water was the colour of lime. From the fighting around Gavrelle there were many dead, some had been there for ages. We could only work at night and it took a long time to clear them. We couldn’t bring them back to our lines, it was a case of pitching them into an old trench or shovelling in what was left of them. Then we used to fill the trench in. There were hundreds of bodies: it seemed endless. They had advanced on the German trenches and had simply been wiped out.


      We then went up to Vimy and the brickfields of Lens and I got attached to the Canadians for a while just after they had taken Vimy Ridge. I was with a Canadian sergeant in the line one night. He said he’d stand watch while I got some sleep. As dawn broke he woke me. I looked ahead and could see masses of Germans about to counter-attack. You could see their helmets bobbing along above the mist. The sergeant said, ‘Keep your head down a minute while I think what we do about this’. I said ‘I know what I’m going to do, I’m running for it’. I ran and didn’t stop until I reached Bully Grenay where I knew there were some Marines.


      I was there for a few weeks. I remember one time we were in a ditch and I was asleep standing on my feet. In a dream I heard my Dad calling me to get up. I woke to find I was up to my waist in water. I was so tired I think I would have drowned. Many did.


      Then it was time for leave. We travelled in a box car to Calais. We were as lousy as cuckoos. When we got to Calais we had to head for the fumigator. But there we saw a queue a mile long. We were told the boat sailed in half an hour and if we didn’t make it, we would lose a day of our leave. So those of us at the tail end of the queue broke off, went down to the docks, and damn me, we just walked on to the boat. We hid down below until it had sailed. So we disembarked unfumigated. That night I got as far as Paddington and the next day I caught the first train to Didcot. When I got home, just to take it in and breathe the familiar smell of the bakery again, I stood outside the shop for a while. Then I opened the door and shouted, ‘Mother I’m outside. I’m home’. ‘Come in,’ she said, ‘come in’. What a sight I must have been. I hadn’t changed my clothes for months. I had a beard and I was in a hell of a state. She took one look at me and tears rolled down her face. She said, ‘I’ll clean you up’. ‘No’, I said, ‘you can’t do that yet.’ I put my hand in my armpit and took out a handful of lice. ‘Look,’ I said. ‘Lice, hoards of them, I can’t come in like this.’ I put them back where they came from and went up to the hospital to see the matron. She knew me well, because I had visited her on my rounds when delivering bread to the hospital. She said, ‘Hubert, we will soon fix you up’. She put a large sheet on the ground outside. ‘You stand on that. Empty your pockets and then take all your clothes off’. Then she put me in a big bath. When I got out I asked about my clothes. She told me she had put them in the copper, lice and all. I had to spend my leave in civvies. When I got back to Deal I was still in civvies, and so was called up on the carpet. I explained to the officer and everything was all right.


      When I got back to France I was burying the dead again. We also used to go out on raids to catch prisoners for interrogation. The Germans were tough buggers and we lost a lot of men doing it. We were also engaged on working parties.


      In May, one chap had a large flat, heavy parcel arrive for him from home. When he opened it, it was a steel breast plate and back plate with a strap over the shoulders. Off went the working party, leaving the man with the armour behind with one other chap. When we got back we couldn’t find them. We dug around and around. All the while there was a great deal of shelling going on. Then we found them, both dead. One was called John Bull and the other was Eric Coates. We took them back and buried them beside the road. No one would touch that breast plate, it was just left there, no one wanted it.


      ‘Woodbine Willie’, the vicar, used to come around to give Bible readings. We didn’t go there for the Bible reading, we went there for the fag you got afterwards. Mind you, if he’d given us a fag before he started, he would have had an empty house. On 6th July we were with Woodbine Willie when a sergeant came along and shouted, ‘Come on you buggers, out you come’. He didn’t use ecclesiastical language. He told us that the watch had seen Jerry out in front and that he was up to something. Seven of us went out that night into no-man’s-land to sort them out. All at once I don’t know whether it was artillery, mortars or what, all hell went up and so did I. Down I came with a bump. I laid there in the mud until I got my breath back. My left leg was numb. Two men had wounds and the other four were killed.


      I crawled back towards our lines and managed to get under the wire. I was carried to the doctor’s dugout in the side of the trench and from there down to the first field dressing station. Then I was put into an ambulance with a lot of others and driven over rough roads to a hospital. There were dozens of orderlies standing there and dozens of stretchers as well. They kept coming and taking men away and then they got to me. I was picked up, then put on a sort of spiral shoot and when it stopped I was taken off the stretcher and put on a conveyor belt. When that stopped, I was taken off and stripped, then x-rayed. The nurse painted rings and arrows on my leg, there were so many. When I looked, my ankle to the knee was a mass of wounds, it looked as if I had been riddled with a shotgun. Later I was taken to a little bay full of people in white coats, all lined up. I was asked to count to ten. The doctor stuck a gauze over my face, I got to four and the next thing I remember was coming to in a hut full of stretchers. The next morning I was put on to a light railway which had four stretchers to a truck and a little engine at the front. We steamed off and I think we went everywhere it was possible to go and ended up at Etaples where I was put in a hut with only one bed. I felt very low. Later the matron came in, looked at my leg and then picked me up in her arms as if she was cradling a baby and took me to a hut where there were other wounded men. She was either very strong or knew how to lift, but she also understood what my mind wanted. I was then sent to Boulogne by train to be sent home on the hospital ship, Princess Elizabeth. I remember looking out of the porthole and seeing the white cliffs and thought that I was passing from hell into heaven. I was taken to a military hospital in Endell Street in London. When I was getting about on crutches I was bumped up on to one of the lions in Trafalgar Square and saw the Americans arrive in London. They were quite a sight, fresh-faced and eager. They could have had no idea what they were going to as they came under the arch into Whitehall and down the Mall towards Buckingham Palace. My wound kept me out of action for more than nine months. Just as I was nearing recovery at Chatham they were asking for volunteers for the Zeebrugge raid. The General called a parade and said to the men, ‘I am asking for volunteers for a very hazardous operation. Those not wanting to take part take one step backward’. Nobody moved. This became ‘A’ Company of the 4th RMLI Battalion which raided Zeebrugge.


      At the end of August 1918 I was sent back to France to join the Hood Battalion, part of the 63rd Royal Naval Division, in time to face the tailend of the great German onslaught. As we got nearer the front, heavy shells started falling near the train, so we got out and took cover in some shrubbery near a wood. We could hear a tremendous fight going on ahead and saw the wounded walking past – drained. After an hour we were ordered forward and we went down into a valley. The Germans kept coming on wave after wave, but we stood our ground. At one point I was standing alone in the shrubbery with dead men all around me. I thought, ‘I’m a fool standing here waiting for a sniper to pick me off’. So I dropped down amongst the dead. When the next wave of our men advanced I got up and joined them. We were fighting for a couple of days but the Germans were resisting all the way.


      We then rested and our numbers were made up. When we began to move forward again the roads were full of wagons, guns and transport, everything was moving forward. We marched for a couple of days, not on the road, but on either side.


      One night we came across a row of guns that stretched for half a mile along each side of the road. They were wheel to wheel, so close together, that we had to squeeze between them in single file. We rested up on the side of a hill. Then just before dawn the battery to the right opened fire, then the one to the left. Flares started to go up, then a mass of shells, and the flames from the guns all lit up the sky, just like daylight. It was such an amazing contrast to the quiet we’d had while resting.


      As soon as the barrage ceased we moved forward. This was the battle for the Hindenburg Line which the Germans were going to defend stoutly. Six tanks were with us and we smashed through on a wide front. We then got to the second line and the tanks broke off, three turned left and three turned right and we were left out in the open. We were faced by the German 3rd Marine Division. We let them have it, and they let us have it, bullet, bayonet, butt and hand to hand. It was the hardest fighting of my war. After ten hours fighting only ten of us came out. We were then relieved by the Highland Light Infantry and we dropped into a dugout at the side of the road to rest. A Highland officer found us asleep and called us all of the names under the sun. He thought we had been hiding. After being in that fight we were very angry. I told him that, if he swore at us again, he would have ten bullets and ten bayonets stuck into his fat belly. That put paid to him, he about-turned and legged it. We heard machine-guns start so we got out of the dugout and made our way to the rear. As we were walking back we found one of our galleys beside the road and they asked us where the Hood Battalion was and we replied that as far as knew we were it. We had some tea and fell asleep at the side of the road, they covered us up with blankets. When we woke we found that more men of the Hood had come back. That raised our spirits.


      We had a week out of line and in October the battalion moved forward to attack Niergnies. We didn’t meet a lot of resistance. From then on we seemed to be moving forward, village to village, field to field. I remember going to a place where the foliage and the shrub had been cut down to about four feet high and barbed wire had been interwoven in the shrub, we lost a lot of lads there. One night seven of us under a lieutenant got into a ditch. I fell asleep, but not for long, because I was awoken by a terrific storm. I was soaking wet and the ditch was running with water well above my knees. I could see the Germans moving towards us. The lieutenant opened up with the Lewis gun and it jammed. I cleared it for him and we drove them off. We knew they would return in the morning. The lieutenant told me to find the captain and explain our position. I said, ‘Where is he, sir?’ He said, ‘On our right somewhere, see if you can find him. You had better take Tully.’


      As we were creeping across to a copse we came to a canal with a tree lying across it to block any barges. Tully decided that he was going to straddle this tree like a horse and ease himself across. He was doing very well but when he got to the middle there was a crack and Tully fell off into the water and didn’t come up again. A sniper had got him. I had to get across, so I got down into the water, turned on my back, holding my rifle above me and pushed with my legs until I got to the other side. I was soaking, but squeezed myself out and made my way from cover to cover with a few shots at me until I got to the copse. There were bodies about, both ours and Germans’, but nothing living until I got well into the little wood where I saw a fellow sitting with his back up against a tree. I said, ‘Hello, chum, what’s happened to you?’ He pulled back a waterproof cape that was covering his legs and there was two raw stumps with jagged bones and blood pouring from them. He pointed and said, ‘My legs are over there’. And there were two legs laying there, a couple of yards away. I got my first aid kit out and did all I could. I lit a fag for him and told him I would get help for him as soon as I could. Well, it was a long time before I got to the other wood, but when I got there I found the captain and a few more of our boys. I gave the captain my message and told him about the wounded man. I then went back with the stretcher bearers to get him. When I got there he was dead with the Woodbine still between his lips. He was put on the stretcher. As they were about to pick him up, the other said, ‘Hold on, we got them left to right, he’d hate to go back lop sided!’


      Not long after that incident, I was out with an officer looking for our Lewis gun crew. We never found them. They had simply disappeared. Later the Germans shelled the wood with gas. I put my mask on, but my eyes were stinging and everything was strange, but I was OK. That night a line of white tape was put out. At dawn we came under shellfire, so we had to move to high ground where of course the Germans had machine-gunners on the hill. We fought our way to the top. When we got there, I saw a sight that I will never ever forget. I can still see it today. Looking down, I could see, left to right, two lines of khaki troops moving forward with the sun shining on their bayonets. They were flashing red and yellow up and down the line. We settled down to watch their advance but the Germans opened up on us from the woods down below. We then had a tremendous fight with them down below before making it to another piece of high ground. This time it was like being on the edge of a cliff looking out to sea, but we were looking out on green countryside and there, down in the bottom, was a whole squadron of German Uhlans. They were dismounted and lounging around. We opened up on them and the place was one mass of loose horses. I only saw one man, riding low on his horse, get out of the valley.


      In the first week in November we were still advancing, still fighting hard and losing men. We knew nothing of the proposed Armistice, we didn’t know until a quarter to ten on that day. As we advanced on the village of Guiry a runner came up and told us that the Armistice would be signed at eleven o’clock that day, 11 November. That was the first we knew of it.


      We were lined up on a railway bank nearby, the same railway bank that the Manchesters had lined up on in 1914 (the 2nd Battalion of the Manchester Regt defended this area on 23 and 24 August 1914 during the Battle of Mons). Some of us went down to a wood in a little valley and there found the skeletons of some of the Manchesters still lying there. Lying there with their boots on, very still, no helmets, no rusty rifles or equipment, just their boots.


      My recollections of Armistice Day was that the guns just stopped, we pelted each other up to eleven o’clock, then stopped.


      The Royal Marine band came up with a general at its head who said, ‘You men stand firm’. I asked him if the war was really over, he said it was. Some lout behind me shouted, ‘I thought it was, sir’. The general asked why and the lout replied, ‘Because we can see a general in the front line’.


      After he had gone I went to sleep on the railway bank. When I woke up there was a big pile of equipment on the ground and no men. So I climbed on to the top of the bank and saw them in the nearby village. When I got there they were all in the brewery, sticking their heads in the vats and having a big suck and coming out shouting like dogs coming out of water!


      On 23 April 1919 I was demobbed. In the RND’s short life we’d had over 7,500 killed and 3,000 had died of their wounds or in other ways. That evening I got as far as Didcot but there were no more trains, so I had to walk the seven miles home and got there at midnight. My sister was there to meet me and my mother. We kissed and jabbered away. Then my mother went to fetch my dear father. She came rushing out of the bedroom. ‘Hubert, your dad has gone to pieces, he’s just laying there like a log, he just passed out.’ He had heard my voice and was totally overcome. With all the Royal Naval Division’s casualties I don’t think he ever expected me to return. He must have felt he’d heard my ghost. We did what we could for him. I went to bed at two and started work in the bakery again at five.


Midshipman Brian de Courcy-Ireland


In 1907, when I was seven, I met a sailor who was on leave and he shot me a line about how wonderful the Navy was. I decided there and then that I would join. Neither my father, who was a country parson, nor my mother, tried to dissuade me. I had two brothers who later served on the Western Front and both of whom survived. Fairly unusual for three sons to survive the Great War.


      I was brought up in a village about six miles outside Bideford in Devon and, apart from an odd trip to paddle in the sea at Paignton, I never really left the village. In September 1912 my father accompanied me to London for my interview for the Navy. It was my first time in a big city. I was one of 360 who wanted to become a Naval cadet at Osborne; they took eighty. At the interview one member of the board asked me (I’m sure, looking back, in a most friendly way) how many arches Bideford bridge had? I replied that I was astonished none of them knew! I was a bit surprised I got in, especially after they asked me to look at the clock and tell them the time in French. I simply told them the clock had stopped!


      I enjoyed Osborne although it was pretty strong on discipline. Alongside our ordinary education we were taught Naval skills such as navigation, but the education was certainly biased towards the Navy. My term was Grenville and I remained in that when I went on to Dartmouth. In my last term at Osborne, in the summer of 1914, I was appointed to the Centurion for the Royal Review of the Grand Fleet at Spithead. To see all those ships together, fully rigged, was a tremendous sight. The high spot for me was being allowed to man one of the six-pounder guns for firing the Royal Salute. It really was the last great moment of the British Navy. Sheer power and might. We will never see its like again.


      I joined Dartmouth in January 1915 and left in December of the same year. The term before us, the ones who’d been there at the outbreak of war, were sent to sea, and a number of them were lost on the Hogue, Cressy and Aboukir. That was sad news to receive but we knew our turn was coming and were looking forward to it. It was an unsentimental world really; the war was on, get on with it.


      I travelled up from London on the Naval train which ran almost daily to Thurso in Caithness, whence we crossed over by steamer to Scapa Flow. There were stops on the way up at Inverness and Invergordon. I remember well the break at the latter. Outside the station a large funeral procession was passing; there seemed endless coffins. No one would talk, but we learnt afterwards that it was the dead from the Natal. As a result of an internal explosion, she had blown up in harbour on New Year’s Eve while there was a children’s party on board.


      My first appointment, on 2 January 1916, was to HMS Bellerophon, a dreadnought of the Fourth Battle Squadron based at Scapa Flow. She was armed with ten 12-inch guns, one twin turret forward, one on each beam amidships and two in the centre line aft. I was a junior midshipman or, more commonly called in our gunroom, a ‘wart’. I was fifteen and a half. To remind us that we were, in the eyes of our seniors, just warts, we were all given a good sound dozen lashes by the Sub (Sub-Lieutenant). So from day one we knew our place and what would happen if we stepped out of it.


      Of course there were the more standard traditional initiation rites and evolutions. One of these, ‘providing bumph’, involved running to the officers’ heads (lavatories) to collect a clean brown sheet of bumph paper (lavatory paper) and return it to the gunroom. The first wart back got a glass of port and the last a dozen on the backside. I got a dozen because I failed to notice there was an officer sitting on the toilet when I took the paper and left him nothing at all! The worst punishment was mast-heading, where you were sent to the crow’s-nest. That was dreadful because of the roll of the ship and the cold. But the hardest task was for the duty midshipman who had to climb up to the top to give the chap his meal. Meanwhile, down below in the gunroom, if a Sub stuck his fork into one of the overhead beams all the junior midshipmen had to leave because officers were going to talk about ladies. In our first year we were looked after by a Snotty’s Nurse. He’d make sure you behaved and did some work. We were traditionally called ‘snotties’ because in the old days of the Navy midshipmen could not afford a handkerchief and so would blow their nose on their sleeve. The Admiralty brought this practice to an end by having three buttons sewn on the cuff.


      In the early part of 1916 we were doing sweeps of the North Sea. The Bellerophon was accompanied by the other dreadnoughts of the Fourth Battle Squadron, Benbow, Temeraire and Vanguard, but we were not involved in any incident. I recall how cold it was and how unpleasant a place Scapa was. We were a coal-burning ship and had to take on 3,000 tons every few months. In fact I spent my first Christmas Day in the Navy coaling ship, starting at 5.30 am and finishing at 6.00 pm. Anyone who was not on duty, and it didn’t matter if you were a schooly (schoolmaster) or the padre, you had to take part. As a midshipman you spent an hour holding the bags for sailors to fill and then an hour working the winches to the derricks. You’d alternate throughout the day.


      We usually got a corn beef sandwich at midday and when it was all over you had to scrub the ships clean. When we’d finished we’d have to get the bath ready for the senior midshipmen. When it was finally our turn the twenty-four of us junior midshipmen would have to share two-thirds of a bath of water spread between four tray baths each of which held about four inches of water. Again the senior midshipmen had use of them first. By the time we came to use them it had the consistency of pea soup and was very black. After a day like that we were flagged out, but it was part of a pattern of life.


      On 31 May 1916 we guessed that something was up. We knew nothing, we just had a feeling. I was positioned in one of the 12-inch turrets working the dumaresq course and distance calculator. You had to put your course and speed on it and then what you thought was the course and speed of the enemy. Then you would work out the deflection to which you had to turn your guns aiming ahead of your target, read the range and pass this down by voice pipe.


      We went into action some time after five o’clock. In the afternoon we were kept busy in the turret and I reckon Bellerophon fired about a hundred rounds of 12-inch. At one point we were rung up to be told we had sunk a German destroyer. During a lull we came out of the turret to get some fresh air and there, floating around us, was a whole mass of bodies and debris – some of our sailors were cheering because they thought they were Germans, but unfortunately they were from the Invincible. It was a terrible sight and my first experience of death.


      Then it was back to the turret. The shells were loaded up from three decks below; all this involved about a hundred men to each turret. It was a precise drill and that drill occupied your mind during the battle as did my own work on the dumaresq. I must say the guns made quite a noise when they fired, though we did have things stuck in our ears. Then of course there was the reverberation of the ships as the guns went off, but you steadied yourself for this. You could see the enemy’s flashes from their guns, but we were never hit.


      For the night action I was on the bridge which, looking back, was exciting for a young midshipman. Captain Bruen was in command. The sailors called him ‘Tiny’ because that’s what he was. He was completely unemotional. We continued firing into the early hours, then disengaged. We didn’t really know what had happened until we got back and I felt a bit depressed because the press reports of the Jutland battle were rather bad. I also read of the casualties and found I had lost thirteen of my term of eighty, with whom I was quite friendly: one was Anthony Eden’s youngest brother and the other was Admiral Sir Percy Scott’s son. So the ship went into a bit of a depression for a few days, but we all suffered it together because we got no leave. We simply went back into routine.


      A short while after Jutland I was taught an example of how to conduct yourself under stress. I was Midshipman of the Watch on the bridge at the time. We were waiting to weigh anchor when a commander came up to Captain Bruen, I could see he was rattled. The captain was watching the Flagship through his glasses, waiting for the signal to come down. The commander said, ‘Captain, I beg your pardon, sir, I’m sorry to report that the Captain of Marines has just shot himself’, and then he said, ‘No, he’s not shot himself, sir, he’s cut his throat’. Captain Bruen just lowered his glasses, slowly looked at the commander and said, ‘Oh, cut his throat has he, cut it badly?’ The commander said, ‘I’m sorry, sir, I’m afraid he’s dead’. ‘Oh, he’s dead is he? Well, see to it, Commander, will you.’ And then he returned his gaze to the Flagship and in the same voice said, ‘Signal, weigh anchor’. That was quite a lesson.


Ordinary Seaman Fred Pedelty


I was born in Bladon near Newcastle in 1896 and worked as a miner before I joined the Royal Navy Reserve in 1913. At the outbreak of war I joined up. In early October I went with the Drake Battalion of the Royal Naval Division to Belgium, where we were to try and defend Antwerp against the advancing Germans. All we did was join the retreating Allied forces who couldn’t hold the enemy. We simply got orders to join an organised retreat. The casualties were low, but we did have a brigade interned by the Dutch.


      We came back and were given a hero’s welcome by the local people before we were sent on two weeks leave. My officer, Lieutenant Wells, told me that I would be better off on a ship, so I was posted to Chatham. After a few weeks there we had to volunteer for either gunnery or torpedo. I had six months training at Sheerness on torpedoes and searchlights.


      My first posting was to Engadine, a seaplane-carrier based at Liverpool. She was no more than a floating hangar which had been a cross-Channel ferry before she had been converted. She had three Short folder seaplanes stowed on the after deck. By the time I had joined her she’d seen quite a bit of action. On Christmas Day 1914 she was involved in the first ever naval air attack. Along with two other requisitioned ferries, the Empress and Riviera, she made a raid on Cuxhaven. Only two of the nine planes found Cuxhaven and four were lost. When she took on the Emden and Nordeich in January 1915 three of her aircraft sank before they could take off.
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