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  Preface




  The remarkable unpublished material in the Imperial War Museum’s Archives allows voices from ninety years ago to tell us what it was really like to be a sailor or an

  officer in the Royal Navy, not only in the major sea battles, but in the boredom and perils of the North Sea patrols and convoys in the Atlantic and Mediterranean; the cramped and hazardous

  conditions in submarines in the Baltic, the Dardanelles, or off the coast of Germany; flying unreliable aircraft over the sea and out of sight of land; young midshipmen and sailors towing boats in

  to the mayhem of the Gallipoli beaches; finding and fighting the U-boats that brought Britain closer to her knees in the First World War than in the Second. These and many other aspects of the

  Royal Navy’s part in the First World War often get overlooked, perhaps because the controversial one-day Battle of Jutland overshadows them in the minds of so many people. My aim in this book

  is to ensure that a more complete picture is painted of the nature of the Royal Navy’s service under, on, and above the sea.




  The navy of nearly one hundred years ago was so different from the service today that I have devoted the first chapter to explaining what it was like to be an officer or rating in King George

  V’s navy. This is also important, because it helps us to understand what made the sailors and officers in 1914 think the way they did, and influenced their approach to the life they led. The

  First World War navy would appear strange to today’s navy, but how much more so to the vast majority of people who have no experience of the sea.




  I have little doubt that there were many insufferably arrogant and autocratic captains or admirals in the Royal Navy before and during the First World War; and indeed for many years afterwards.

  This in no way diminishes my admiration for their achievements, their devotion to duty, and their steadfastness in the face of danger and uncertainty. The odds on them meeting a sudden and gruesome

  end were no less than those faced by the people they commanded.




  As I make plain in my text, it is my conviction that had it not been for the efforts of the Royal Navy, Germany would have won the First World War. In the perception of many naval officers,

  especially the more senior ones, the Service, to use their terminology, in some respects had a disappointing war. But the navy never failed to provide the shield which enabled the British army to

  play an increasing, and in the end key, part on what modern soldiers call ‘the main point of effort’ – the Western Front. With admirable fortitude the officers and ratings manned

  the ships providing that shield through months and years of boredom often in appalling weather, with the ever-present prospect of being blown to pieces, or choking to death trapped in a compartment

  or turret as their ship plunged to the bottom.




  People of my generation and older, the majority of whom served in, or knew someone in, one of the armed forces, need constant reminding that even middle-aged readers may be unfamiliar with

  service terminology, hardware, and attitudes. For this reason, I have paused in the narrative from time to time to explain these things; as well as including a glossary. To those who are well

  versed in such matters, I apologize.




  Finally I make no claims for this book being a comprehensive history of the Royal Navy in the First World War.




  Quotations The text contains may direct quotations from written documentary material and interview tapes. These are reproduced verbatim wherever possible, but obvious

  errors have been corrected and minor confusions clarified. It has not been thought necessary to indicate where quotations have been abridged.




  Photographs All the illustrations in this book have come from the Imperial War Museum Photographic Archive, and have been listed with their accession number in the list

  of illustrations.
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    The plan of Zeebrugge mole prepared by Vice-Admiral Keyes for the attack on 22/23 April 1918 and included in his report. The principal

    objective of the storming party was the capture of the 4.1 inch battery; the marines were to secure No. 3 shed to prevent attack up the mole, then advance as far as the seaplane base. The

    demolition party was to ‘inflict as much damage as was possible’ on the harbour works and defences. The canal entrance was to be closed by the three blockships: Thetis would

    ram the lock gates, and Intrepid and Iphigenia would be run ashore at the southern end of the escalade.




    The modern plan opposite shows the intended position of the Vindictive, the actual positions of the attacking ships while the landing parties were on the

    mole, the barge and net booms that caused the Thetis to ground early, and the final positions of the blockships.


  




  





  Glossary




  Albert Medal – An award for bravery for an action not in the face of the enemy. After the institution of the George Cross, living holders

  of the Albert Medal could, if they so wished, exchange it for the George Cross.




  BE2a – A biplane with engine in front, of British manufacture.




  BOATS




  

    

      barge – A flag officer’s or captain’s boat. Usually had a hand-picked crew.




      

        Carley float(s) – Rafts carried on the sides of a ship’s upperworks that were released when a ship was about to sink.


      




      cutter – A broad-beamed boat with a square stern. It could be rowed or sailed, and was used for carrying light stores or

      passengers.




      

        Montagu whaler – The Royal Navy whaler. (See whaler.)


      




      picket boat – A large steam-driven boat. It was too big to be carried by anything other than major warships as it had to be lowered by

      crane.




      

        pinnace – A small eight-oared boat, or (steam pinnace) a small steam-driven boat.


      




      sea boat – A boat ready for immediate lowering from the ship’s davits at sea for such tasks as picking up a man overboard, or

      boarding other vessels. Usually a whaler. (See whaler.)




      

        service boat – Any Royal Naval boat.


      




      whaler – A boat pointed at both ends, and propelled by oars or sail, originally designed for whaling, and steered by an oar rather

      than a rudder. The naval version was a twenty-seven-foot-long yawl-rigged boat (two masts which could be unshipped when under oars) with five oars and steered by rudder fitted with a yoke whose

      ropes passed each side of the mizzen mast. It had a drop keel for sailing close-hauled. The sea boat was usually a whaler.




      

        bridge dodger – A canvas screen erected to make bridge railing higher and provide some cover from driving spray.


      




      brigantine – A sailing vessel with two masts, the foremast with square sails and the mainmast with square topsails but a fore-and-aft

      mainsail.




      

        broadside mess – Broadside mess takes its name from warships whose guns were arranged to fire out of the ship’s side through

        gunports in a broadside. In these ships, sailors lived on the gundecks, and at mealtimes tables were let down from the deckhead (ceiling to the landsman) between the guns. This arrangement

        can be seen in HMS Victory and Warrior in Portsmouth Dockyard. When guns were mounted in turrets and batteries, sailors ate on their messdecks, not among the guns, but these

        messes were referred to as broadside messes. This arrangement persisted until well after the Second World War.


      




      This should not be confused with the term ‘broadside messing’, which with ‘canteen messing’ was one of the two systems of messing for ratings in the Royal Navy until

      well after the Second World War (see also canteen, and canteen messing). During that war general messing began to be introduced, with all ratings eating in a central dining room (or main

      galley, to give it its proper nautical name), and helping themselves cafeteria style.




      In broadside messing the paymaster drew up a menu for all the lower deck members of the ship’s company. The ship’s cooks prepared the rations and cooked them in bulk, and each

      mess sent a ‘cook’ to collect the rations from the galley at meal times. If there were ten men in the mess, ten meals were supplied, or rather a portion for ten men. All messes were

      on the same menu, whether chief petty officers, petty officers or leading, able, and ordinary seamen in their broadside messes.




      

        canteen – There were no canteens as understood today, selling a range of goods from razor blades to soft drinks

        (‘goffers’ to sailors of the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries). Canteens merely stocked items to augment the basic ration.


      




      canteen messing – Canteen messing is described by James Cox on p. 32. The meals so produced were also consumed in a broadside

      mess.




      

        casing – The outer, top skin of a submarine, not part of the pressure hull. Water flows in and out when dived, and on the

        surface.


      




      close blockade – A blockade of an enemy’s coast by stationing ships within sight of that coast. In the Napoleonic Wars the Royal

      Navy maintained a continuous blockade of France and her Continental allies and defeated neighbours. This was possible because sailing ships could stay at sea for years. It would have been

      hazardous to maintain a close blockade against Germany in the First World War in the face of submarines, mines, and torpedo boats. But most dangerous, the High Seas Fleet, sitting safe in

      harbour, could have chosen its moment to bring overwhelming force to bear against the blockading force which because of the need to replenish with fuel and other stores could not have

      maintained itself at full strength for protracted periods. (See also distant blockade.)




      

        commander – A rank and an appointment. In the latter sense, the executive officer or second-in-command of a major warship, cruiser

        or bigger.


      




      conning tower – In a warship, an armoured compartment under the bridge, to which the captain could retire to take cover in action, and

      from which the ship was ‘conned’, i.e. commanded, and its course and speed directed. An early, if not the first example of a conning tower can be seen in HMS Warrior in

      Portsmouth. Fisher was the gunnery lieutenant in Warrior.




      In a submarine, it is the tower on the top of the casing, which contains the bridge, and from which the boat is ‘conned’ when on the surface. A submarine conning tower is not

      part of the pressure hull, and water flows in to it to equalize the pressure to prevent it being crushed when the boat is dived.




      

        coxswain – The senior chief petty officer or petty officer in a small war vessel, such as a destroyer or submarine. Usually took the

        helm in action.


      




      dead ground – Ground into which observers cannot see because higher ground intervenes between them and target or enemy.




      

        destroyer – See torpedo-boat destroyer.


      




      dinner – The midday meal.




      

        director firing – Firing the guns centrally from the gunnery director, a cabinet high up on the mast manned by the gunnery officer

        and his team. From this elevated position, above smoke and shell splashes, he was best placed to spot the fall of shot. Director firing was in the process of being introduced at the outbreak

        of the First World War. The guns in ships not fitted for director firing, or if fitted, when the director was knocked out, were controlled locally through a periscope in the back of the

        turret. (See turret.)


      




      distant blockade – Blockading an enemy’s coast from a distance, often several hundred miles, to preserve ships and crews.

      Because of geography, Britain controlled Germany’s exits to the Atlantic and hence the world, and was able to maintain a distant blockade. (See also close blockade.)




      

        division – Not to be confused with the army formation of that name. In the context of the Royal Navy the term had three

        meanings:


      


    


  




  

    

      

        1. Part of a squadron or flotilla of warships.


      




      

        2. The purely administrative sub-units into which a ship’s company was, and is still divided. e.g. main top division, fore top division, etc. A lieutenant or

        lieutenant-commander was responsible for the welfare and day-to-day administration of the ratings in his division. Divisions did not fight as a body, and its ratings might be found in several

        different places in the ship both for day-to-day work and at action stations.


      




      3. The port divisions, Devonport, Portsmouth, and Chatham, to which ratings belonged and returned when not at sea. A ship’s company would all come from the same

      division.


    


  




  

    

      

        DSC – Distinguished Service Cross, instituted in 1914, and awarded to officers of the Royal Navy (and Royal Marines when serving

        under naval command) for gallantry in action. Now all ranks are eligible.


      




      DSM – Distinguished Service Medal. An award for gallantry for ratings. Now discontinued.





      

        DSO – Distinguished Service Order, instituted in 1886, and until the awards system was changed in 1994, a dual-role decoration,

        recognizing gallantry at a level just below that qualifying for the VC by junior officers, and exceptional leadership in battle by senior officers. Officers of all three services were and are

        eligible. Since 1994, it is far less prestigious, and awarded for successful command and leadership in ‘operational’ circumstances. What constitutes ‘operations’ is

        open to question, since DSOs appear to ‘come up with the rations’ after so-called operations, such as Kosovo, when not a shot was fired in anger, whereas DSOs for tough fighting

        in Iraq were too sparsely awarded.


      




      first lieutenant – The second-in-command of a small ship, vessel or submarine, which does not carry a commander. Sometimes known as

      the executive officer. In a large warship, there was, and is, a first lieutenant and a commander. In these circumstances the first lieutenant could be a lieutenant-commander.




      

        fix – To ‘fix’ one’s position on a chart by taking bearings from objects on land or by astral navigation.


      




      flag captain – The captain of a flagship.




      

        flaming onions – Forces’ nickname for an anti-aircraft projectile consisting of about ten balls of fire fired upwards in

        succession, and looking like a string of onions on fire.


      




      frightfulness – Slang expression used by the British in the First World War as a translation of the German schrecklichkeit,

      implying a deliberate policy of terrorizing the enemy, including civilians. By extension, when one was under bombardment one was being ‘treated to frightfulness’.




      

        flat – An open space below decks in a ship. Not an apartment.


      




      group up, group down – Submarine terms for adding more batteries to increase electric power, or reducing number of batteries grouped

      together to decrease power, when submerged.




      

        HE – High explosive.


      




      hydrophones – Underwater listening device to detect a ship’s or a submarine’s propeller noise.




      

        IS-WAS – A circular slide rule invented by the then Lieutenant-Commander Martin Nasmith VC Royal Navy in 1917. It was a simple

        device, and usually hung round the neck of the CO from a lanyard. The IS-WAS got its name from the problem faced by all COs in computing the director angle (DA), or where you had to point the

        submarine in order to obtain a hit. Because the submarine and target were both moving, computing the DA for where the target is now only identified where the target ‘was’ a second

        ago. But the target moved and so ‘is’ somewhere else a second later, so the DA had changed. The IS-WAS helped the CO compute where the target would be in future, assuming constant

        speed and course. I am indebted to the Trustees of the RN Submarine Museum for this information who sent me copies of archive material A1977/023 in support of my research


      




      libertymen – Sailors going ashore on leave, or on leave.




      

        lighter – A large, flat-bottomed craft, without its own power, towed by steam picket boat, tugs, or occasionally a ship, used to

        transport heavy stores, coal, horses, and large numbers of men in an anchorage or harbour. Modified at Gallipoli especially as an ad hoc landing craft or pier, for lack of anything

        better.


      




      lyddite – A high explosive with a picric acid content used in British shells. Named after Lydd in Kent, where it was first tested in

      1888.




      

        mess deck – Space in which ratings slept, ate and spent their time off. The size depended on the type of ship, the number of people

        in the mess deck, and the space available.


      




      monitor – A shallow-draught warship with one or more large guns, designed to close the coast to bombard.




      

        paravanes – Torpedo-shaped floats, deployed on wires one each side of the bows of the ship when underway. Each float was fitted with

        ‘planes’ or fins, like a miniature submarine. When water flowed over them, caused by the forward way of the ship, the ‘planes’ made the float dive to and maintain a

        set depth below the surface of the sea.


      


    


  




  

    

      Paravanes had originally been invented to allow ships to survive if they unexpectedly found themselves in minefields. The wire caught the cable anchoring the mine to the bottom, and pushed

      the mine away from the ship, until the ship was clear. Paravane wires could be fitted with cutters to cut the mine cable and allow it to bob to the surface where it was destroyed by gunfire.

      This was the technique used in sweeping mines.




      Paravanes would not justify manoeuvring in waters known to be mined, however, because at full speed and under full helm, the paravane on the outside of the turn came in much closer to the

      ship, and the stern swept quite a broad path of water, half sideways, which suited a mine perfectly.1




      The explosive paravane was a device introduced to try to find and destroy a submerged submarine. It was not a successful weapon, accounting for a possible maximum of two U-boats throughout

      the war.


    


  




  

    

      RANK (First World War)


    


  




  

    

      

        

          	

            Royal Navy


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Army


          

        




        

          	

            Admiral of the Fleet


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Field Marshal


          

        




        

          	

            Admiral


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            General


          

        




        

          	

            Vice-Admiral


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Lieutenant General


          

        




        

          	

            Rear Admiral


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Major General


          

        




        

          	

            Commodore First Class


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Brigadier General


          

        




        

          	

            Commodore


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            No equivalent


          

        




        

          	

            Captain


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Colonel


          

        




        

          	

            Commander


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Lieutenant Colonel


          

        




        

          	

            Lieutenant-Commander2


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Major


          

        




        

          	

            Lieutenant


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Captain


          

        




        

          	

            Sub-Lieutenant


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Lieutenant


          

        




        

          	

            No equivalent


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            2nd Lieutenant


          

        




        

          	

            Midshipman


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            No equivalent


          

        




        

          	

            No equivalent


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Regimental Sergeant Major


          

        




        

          	

            No equivalent


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Company Sergeant Major


          

        




        

          	

            Chief Petty Officer3


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Colour Sergeant


          

        




        

          	

            Petty Officer


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Sergeant


          

        




        

          	

            Leading Seaman


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Corporal


          

        




        

          	

            Able Seaman


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Lance Corporal


          

        




        

          	

            Ordinary Seaman


          



          	

             – 


          



          	

            Private


          

        


      


    


  




  

    

      rating(s) – All non-commissioned personnel, i.e. chief petty officers and below, were ratings.


    


  




  

    

      sea and wind states – The Beaufort Scale, numerically 0 to 12, is used to describe wind velocity and sea state. So 4 on the Beaufort

      Scale indicates a wind speed of 11–16 knots: moderate breeze, sea small waves, becoming longer, fairly frequent horses. Force 11 indicates a wind speed of 56 to 63 knots: violent storm,

      exceptionally high waves; the sea is completely covered with long white patches of foam lying along the direction of the wind; everywhere the edges of wave crests are blown into froth.

      Visibility affected; possible maximum wave height is 16 metres (52.49 feet).




      slip – To cast off a ship from a buoy or dockyard wall. To cast off from a buoy, a slip rope is rove from the ship, through the ring

      on the buoy, and back to the ship. The bridles, specially made-up wire hawsers, or chain cable, are then cast off. When ready to get under way, one end of the slip rope is let go, and the other

      end hauled aboard. To cast off from a dockyard wall, wires or ropes (warps) are singled up (reduced to a minimum) and at the right moment, dockyard hands cast the remaining warps off. The crew

      of a small vessel may rig slip ropes fore and aft and cast themselves off without assistance from dockyard mateys. (See also weigh.)




      stokehold – The hold from which the coal is shovelled into the furnaces heating the boilers. It is replenished from adjacent coal

      bunkers.




      torpedo boat (TB) – Small fast steam-driven vessels first commissioned into the Royal Navy in 1877. They had a swivelling torpedo

      tube to deliver the new Whitehead torpedo, which was propelled by compressed air. By the outbreak of the First World War, torpedo boats were relegated to harbour protection and coastal

      patrolling. See torpedo-boat destroyer.




      torpedo-boat destroyer (TBD) – Introduced to counter the threat posed by torpedo boats, it was eventually equipped with torpedo tubes

      and took over the torpedo boat’s role, and many others. The name was soon shortened to destroyer.




      turret – Sometimes referred to as the gun house. Below is a diagram of X Turret in the Queen Mary, showing the typical layout

      of a battle cruiser or battleship turret.
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      VC – Victoria Cross, the highest British award for bravery in the face of the enemy. To date, in the 149 years since its inception by

      Queen Victoria after the Crimean War of 1854–56, only 1,354 VCs have been awarded, including a handful of double VCs, and the one presented to the American Unknown Warrior at Arlington.

      This figure includes the many awarded to Imperial, Commonwealth, and Dominion servicemen.




      Voisin – A ‘pusher’ aircraft, of French manufacture with engine and propeller behind the aircrew.




      weigh – To hoist in the anchor. (See also slip.)




      wireless – Wireless telegraphy (literally, sending telegrams without wires). The first demonstration was by Marconi, and witnessed on

      Isle of Wight in May 1898 by group of senior Royal Navy officers, including the then Commander Evan-Thomas (later Rear Admiral 5th Battle Squadron at Jutland), and introduced into the Royal

      Navy in 1898. Now called radio.




      yeomanry – British volunteer cavalry force originally raised by Pitt the Younger’s Act of 1794 calling for formations of

      volunteer cavalry troops in response to the threat of invasion by the French. All Yeomanry regiments were mobilized in 1914 and served either dismounted or mounted depending on the theatre of

      operations.




      xebec – A small three-masted vessel, found only in the Mediterranean, often with square sails on foremast and lateen sails on the

      others. The rig could be altered depending on the direction of the wind and the desired point of sailing. Xebecs were very fast, and hence used by corsairs in the Mediterranean in the

      seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, a practice which had long died out by the First World War.


    


  




  





  Prologue: They will come out




  At 0900 on Thursday 21 November 1918, the British Grand Fleet came to action stations in accordance with the orders issued by their Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Sir David Beatty.

  The fleet, consisting of fourteen squadrons with accompanying destroyer flotillas led by the cruiser Cardiff, had weighed anchor at 0250 and steamed out of the Firth of Forth, the miles of

  ships at 18 knots taking nearly four hours to pass May Island at the mouth of the Firth. In ten minutes’ time they were due to meet the German High Seas Fleet; not to do battle, but to escort

  it into internment.




  As the High Seas Fleet approached, led by its flagship Friedrich der Große, the Grand Fleet in accordance with Beatty’s orders turned so that the German ships in a single line

  were sandwiched between their escorts on course for the anchorage off Inchkeith.




  Three days later, Beatty addressed the ship’s companies of the 1st Battle Cruiser Squadron (1 BCS) assembled on the quarterdeck of HMS Lion, once his flagship. After thanking them

  for what they had done over the past four years, he told them: ‘I have always said in the past that the High Seas Fleet would have to come out and meet the Grand Fleet. I was not a false

  prophet; they are out, and they are now in. They are in our pockets, and the 1st Battle Cruiser Squadron is going to look after them.’ He went on to articulate the bitter disappointment he,

  and they, felt that it should have ended thus, in a tame surrender. For the internment of the High Seas Fleet was the direct result of the great victory won in France by the French, American, and

  above all the five British Armies under Field Marshal Sir Douglas Haig. The German High Seas Fleet had not been beaten in battle. A more accurate description of its state would be cowed into a

  state of sullen dejection, following its encounter with the Grand Fleet at Jutland in 1916. Wild plans by High Seas Fleet officers to sortie for a ‘death ride’ encounter with the Grand

  Fleet in November 1918 resulted in mutiny by crews infiltrated by Bolshevik agitators. Beatty alluded to what he called the military successes in one sentence in his address, but when he said that

  the war had been won by sea-power, he was speaking nothing less than the truth – although understandably, given who he was addressing, he gave the impression that the Grand

  Fleet alone had been responsible for the triumph of sea-power, whereas the Grand Fleet was but one part of the maritime instrument that had enabled Britain to win the war at sea. For Britain nearly

  lost it, to the U-boat, and there was nothing the Grand Fleet could contribute directly to winning that contest.




  The Grand Fleet’s role was to be the shield behind which a multitude of other activities could be prosecuted. It was a role fulfilled: for example, major units of the German navy were

  unable to stop the smooth transportation of the British army to France or disrupt its cross-Channel line of communication for over four years. Germany was blockaded from the first day of the war,

  and the population was eventually reduced to a state of starvation and low morale, arguably achieved far more effectively by sea-power in the First World War than by the strategic-bomber offensive

  of the Second. British trade was allowed to flow; it was not without interference from surface raiders, but these were eventually sunk, because the cruisers that sought them out and brought them to

  battle could operate without fear of the battleships and battle cruisers of the High Seas Fleet, which, despite its name, was kept from the high seas by its jailer, the Grand Fleet.




  So Germany resorted to unrestricted submarine warfare, which nearly brought Britain to its knees, mostly because of an incorrect initial response by the Admiralty. The pay-off, as far as the

  Entente Powers (France, Britain, and Russia) were concerned, was bringing America in to the war on their side, while, eventually, the application of correct tactics defeated the U-boats. Throughout

  the First World War, the Royal Navy exercised sea-power all over the globe in numerous ways, as it had done for over two centuries. As summarized by the naval historian Professor Marder, the

  purpose of British sea-power since well before the outbreak of the war was to maintain command of the sea in order to:




  

    

      1. Defeat the enemy fleet




      2. Deny the sea to enemy commerce




      3. Support amphibious operations




      4. Smash any attempt at an invasion of the United Kingdom




      5. Ensure the uninterrupted maritime flow of supplies and food.


    


  




  Readers can judge for themselves how well the Royal Navy fulfilled this five-fold aim.
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  The Royal Navy in 1914: ‘the best navy in the world’




  

    

      

        

          The fact is that in 1914 the Royal Navy was almost totally unprepared for war and remained in that condition for most of the period 1914–18




          

            

              – Commander Stephen King-Hall1


            


          


        


      


    


  




  

    If by a magical process an average early twenty-first-century man or woman was transported, without warning, back to Wednesday 29 July 1914, five days before Britain declared

    war on Germany, and positioned well out at sea off Weymouth Bay, he or she would see the Home Fleet steaming out of Portland Harbour. In the heat shimmer of that baking summer day the grey

    silhouettes would appear little different from those of today’s ships, except perhaps to a naval ‘buff’. Our hypothetical observer, unaware that most of the vessels were

    coal-burners, might have remarked that they appeared to be polluting the air with smoke, and muttered something about ‘global warming’ and complaining to the environmental agency. Had

    the same magic allowed our twentyfirst-century observer to zoom in close enough to see the officers and ratings on the bridges of these ships, their uniforms would have seemed no different from

    the number-one dress worn today. The hundred years between the end of the Napoleonic Wars and the outbreak of the First World War had seen changes as rapid as those between 1914 and the present.

    Yet no one could possibly fail to notice the difference between the Thunderer of 1805 and her 1914 dreadnought namesake; and the officers’ uniforms, or in the case of the ratings the

    lack of them, in the Royal Navy of Trafalgar would be unmistakable.


  




  Because of superficial similarities between George V’s navy and his granddaughter’s, it is easy sometimes to fall into the trap of judging every aspect of the navy of nearly a

  century ago by the standards of today. But as L. P. Hartley remarked, ‘The past is a foreign country: they do things differently there.’ They did indeed do things very differently in

  1914, and in the preceding years. The Victorian ethic of obedience with every man and woman in his or her place was taken for granted, and in the Royal Navy of 1914 every

  officer, midshipman, and rating on the active list had been born during the reign of Queen Victoria. The more senior officers had spent far the greater part of their service in her navy. Admiral

  Sir John ‘Jacky’ Fisher, brought out of retirement to serve a second term as First Sea Lord in October 1914, had been nominated for the Royal Navy in 1854 by the last of Nelson’s

  captains still on the active list, Admiral Sir William Parker, Commander-in-Chief Plymouth.2 At twenty-two, Fisher had been the gunnery lieutenant of

  Britain’s first iron-clad warship, HMS Warrior, in 1863. Thirty years later, when Admiral Tryon’s flagship HMS Victoria was accidentally rammed and sunk by HMS

  Camperdown off Tripoli, Victoria’s commander, or executive officer, John Jellicoe, was one of the survivors. Twenty-one years on, at the outbreak of war, he was appointed to

  command the Grand Fleet.




  One distinguished author has referred to the period between 1815 and 1914 as ‘The Long Calm Lee of Trafalgar’.3 The Battle of Navarino in 1827

  was the sole fleet action in those ninety-nine years. Britannia’s rule over the waves was challenged not by battles but by attempts to build better ships, first by France and then by Germany.

  The French challenge was seen off most notably by the launch in 1860 of the ironclad Warrior, in her day the most powerful warship in the world. Subsequently Germany posed a more serious

  threat. That is not to say that there was no fighting involving the Royal Navy; but much of it was on land. All but four of the forty VCs awarded to the navy in the sixty years between the

  medal’s inception in 1856 after the Crimean War and August 1914 had been won in actions by landing parties and so-called ‘naval brigades’.4

  The navy lacked experience in sea fighting, and, until 1911, a staff to study how maritime operations might be conducted in future; it is hardly surprising that Captain Herbert Richmond, one of the

  cerebral senior officers in the Royal Navy of 1914, could say, ‘There is no doubt that we are the most appalling amateurs who ever tried to conduct a war.’




  Most naval officers and ratings would have hotly denied such an accusation. They were professional in the sense that they were supremely competent at their job: seamanship, navigation, the

  working of a gun turret, and the myriad skills that had to be mastered if they were to get the best out of the complex machinery crammed into a twentieth-century warship. They were brave and

  resourceful. ‘We thought we were the best navy in the world, and it was invincible,’ said Arthur Ford, who had joined as a boy seaman in 1910.




  The British public in 1914 would have spiritedly endorsed Arthur Ford’s view. Now, in the early twenty-first century, the Royal Navy is almost invisible, and comes to

  public notice only occasionally – at a time of crisis or after an unfortunate incident such as an accidental grounding or a titbit of salacious gossip in the tabloids. Today the Royal Navy is

  minuscule. In the First World War, Commodore Tyrwhitt routinely took more ships to sea from just the Harwich Force than all the frigates and destroyers in the Royal Navy today. The remark

  attributed to ‘Jacky’ Fisher, ‘The navy is an impenetrable mystery surrounded by seasickness’, is far more applicable today than when he uttered it nearly a hundred years

  ago. Every year from 1890 to the outbreak of the First World War, squadrons and individual ships visited the numerous seaside resorts around the coast that were packed with holidaymakers,

  especially during the August Bank Holiday (started in the 1870s). Here the public could visit the ships of ‘their Navy’, which was ‘the object of deep, if ill-informed admiration

  by most of their countrymen’.5 The navy was constantly in the public eye. The 1891 Royal Naval Exhibition attracted two and a half million visitors. The

  journal of midshipman Cyril Bower, then in the battleship Hibernia, records three Royal Reviews of the Fleet, between June 1911 and May 1912, at Spithead, Dublin, and Weymouth.




  The sailors who basked in this esteem were volunteers, mostly from the industrial working class. Life at sea might have been tough, but was no worse than conditions in an Edwardian factory or

  coal mine, and the navy could afford to pick and choose who it took. By the outbreak of war, the average sailor was technically more efficient, and better educated and informed, than the bluejacket

  of the 1880s.




  At the top of the navy’s rank pyramid some captains and admirals were narrow-minded mediocrities who were unable to come to terms with the huge changes they had seen in their lifetimes.

  Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty, noticed ‘a frightful dearth of first class-men in the Vice-Admirals’ and Rear-Admirals’ lists’.6 He wrote to Fisher, ‘We had competent administrators, brilliant experts of every description, unequalled navigators, good disciplinarians, fine sea-officers, brave and

  devoted hearts; but at the outset of the conflict we had more captains of ships than captains of war.’7




  Commander Stephen King-Hall wrote, ‘There were a number of shockingly bad admirals afloat in 1914. They were pleasant, bluff old sea dogs, with no scientific training; endowed with a

  certain amount of common sense, they had no conception of the practice and theory of strategy or tactics’.8




  Most of the senior officers had been brought up in the days of sail. They had been promoted by a system that rewarded commanders (executive officers) of major warships for their skill in keeping

  their ships spick and span with gleaming paint and glittering brasswork – in a word, ‘bullshit’. Every ambitious commander dug deep into his own pocket to buy

  paint to augment the stock issued by the dockyard. After the loss of HMS Victoria, a private fund was set up by Jellicoe’s friends to reimburse him for the loss of paint that he had

  purchased before the ship sailed from Malta. The sum of £75 was raised; a fifth of a commander’s annual pay in 1893, and the equivalent of £12,000 in today’s

  money.9




  James Cox, who served in the pre-1914 navy, described painting ship:




  

    

      The insides of the ship were normally painted by a special enamelling party, which was doing out mess decks and the like with enamel all the

      time. Although the Admiralty supplied paint it was very seldom used. Nearly all the poor officers had to buy enamel paint to curry favour, to make the ship look nice.1* They didn’t have to, but it was considered the thing. Of course a ship was judged by its smartness in those days – its brasswork and enamel. Some officers

      considered that efficiency. They curried favour by making their ships look smart, and hateful ships they were to be in.




      Painting the ship’s sides and superstructure was an evolution that usually had to be done in a day. With one captain it would be every six or seven

      weeks, with another every six months – any time the Captain thought fit, or could afford the paint. All the sailors would be over the side on stages with brushes. Every brush you lost,

      you paid for. So you hung them round your neck. The painter made up barrels of paint, and the petty officers took the cans, filled them up and handed them to the men over the sides so they

      wouldn’t have to come inboard and lose a minute.


    


  




  Because the navy had expanded so rapidly, many senior officers were promoted above their ceiling. There was no naval staff until 1911, or staff college until 1912, when Churchill as First Sea

  Lord insisted on both being formed. Lacking the corporate brain provided by a staff to generate strategy, and what we would now call operational-level doctrine, most of the senior officers who were

  to be tasked with wielding the weapon system did not think through properly how they would deploy the skilfully worked ships and their gallant crews that formed that weapon. Those senior officers

  who did found themselves frustrated by superiors who lacked vision and subordinates who lacked initiative. Most senior officers, blinded by technology, were not interested in the higher aspects of

  warfighting. They neither held naval history in high regard, nor had any time for the study of the past as a guide to the realities of war. As the American naval historian Marder

  remarks, ‘It is fair to say that such defects or failings as British Admirals possessed were equally or more conspicuous in nearly all other navies’.10 One should add, including the German navy.




  Among the younger officers in both navies, there were notable exceptions. In the Royal Navy these included Beatty (the youngest flag officer since Nelson), Commodores Keyes, Goodenough, and

  Tyrwhitt, and captains such as Chatfield, ‘Blinker’ Hall, Phillimore, and Richmond. The German navy’s brightest officers included Scheer, Hipper, von Spee, all the battle cruiser

  captains, and others. In the Royal Navy, submarine COs, destroyer-flotilla leaders and captains, many still lieutenants and of an independent cast of mind, were to show how different they were from

  their elders and supposed betters. Some of the Royal Navy’s best destroyer captains and officers of the First World War would become the great fighting admirals of the Second.




  The system of selection and training of officers in the Royal Navy tended to make them narrow, reactionary, inward-looking, and classconscious.11 The

  last trait would not have aroused much comment at the time, since the whole population was class-conscious. In the latter half of the nineteenth century, naval officers started their careers as

  cadets at around thirteen or fifteen (the age limit was wide). They spent a maximum of two years in the Britannia, an old hulk moored in the River Dart, followed by a spell in a training

  cruiser (until the 1890s often under sail), before being sent to the fleet as midshipmen at between fifteen and seventeen. Many boys attended crammers at an early age to enable them to pass the

  entrance exam for Britannia. To train the 270 cadets in seamanship there were four lieutenants, with warrant officers and petty officers. ‘Steam’ training was given by two

  engineer lieutenants, who had no workshops and whose tuition was confined to lectures. There were nine naval instructors, who taught navigation and mathematics. The general education of cadets was

  in the hands of six civilian instructors: one for natural science, two for drawing, two for French, and one for English literature and naval history. The poor standard of general education was a

  direct reflection of the small number of instructors in those subjects. Although sail was obsolete in the navy by the end of the century, the seamanship taught was that learned by the lieutenants,

  and other instructors who had been brought up in the era of masts and yards. Only towards the end of the Britannia era was an officer appointed to supervise each term (as each intake of

  cadets was known), called the Term Officer. The system never really took root. One officer who joined as a cadet in 1899 remembered that they never heard a Term lieutenant address his cadets on any

  subject but games. They were never given a lecture on how to be an officer, how to treat men, how to conduct themselves on or off duty. Harsh discipline, bullying, and poor food

  were what most remember of this period in their lives. Stephen Roskill wrote in his biography of Beatty that the system was ‘based on forcing cadets into a preconceived and rigid mould by the

  application of harsh, even inhumane discipline . . . Any signs of originality or independence were severely frowned on – if not actively suppressed.’12




  All officers serving in the navy in 1914 in the rank of senior lieutenant and above were products of this system. It had been criticized by some senior officers as far back as the 1870s, who

  suggested that young naval officers would benefit from attending a public school before joining the navy at eighteen, but such a system, known as the Special Entry Scheme, was not introduced until

  just before the First World War.




  Fisher, who became Second Sea Lord, responsible for personnel, in 1902, held similar views on the value of a public-school education, although he had never attended one himself – he was

  only thirteen when he was appointed a naval cadet in 1854. Preliminary enquiries revealed that public-school headmasters were loath to make special provision for naval candidates at sixteen, as

  they wanted to keep these boys as leaders in their own establishments. Fisher rejected the army’s system, which took boys after they had completed their education at public schools into

  Sandhurst or Woolwich, before sending them to their regiments. He wanted to catch them young. He decided that the navy would have its own public school. Here there would be common training

  including engineering for all cadets irrespective of which branch they were to enter. The Admiralty had already made plans to build a college ashore at Dartmouth to replace Britannia, whose

  accommodation was now considered unhygienic, but because the college at Dartmouth would not be ready for another two years, and in any case was designed for the old two-year course, another site

  had to be found to accommodate the extra numbers. So the coach house and stables of Osborne House on the Isle of Wight were converted for this purpose.




  Consequently, from 1903 on, cadets spent their first two years in the navy at Osborne, followed by two years at Britannia Royal Naval College, a red-brick establishment on the hills above the

  River Dart used to this day to train naval officers; it was described by a contemporary magazine as a combination of a workhouse and a stable. The curriculum at Osborne/Dartmouth was similar to

  that of public schools of the time, although with more time spent on professional subjects such as boatwork, navigation, and basic engineering, the breadth of scholastic subjects studied was

  narrower. The discipline was harsher – cadets moved everywhere at the double, and endured numerous inspections and ‘hassle’. The standards of dress were more

  exacting, but the food was no worse, and in some cases better, than at the average public school. The modern reader may goggle disbelievingly at accounts of cadets starting their day with an

  obligatory cold bath, and being beaten for trivial misdemeanours, but such practices were still commonplace at many public schools in the early 1950s, and would not have seemed overly harsh to

  civilians in the 1900s. The regime at Osborne/Dartmouth was actually only a more extreme version of what the brothers and friends of naval cadets endured at their public schools, which in the first

  half of the twentieth century were tough and austere establishments.




  Entry to Osborne was preceded by a written exam (which was qualifying rather than competitive), a medical, and an interview, Richard Young who joined in 1910 remembered:




  

    

      You went to your family doctor a year before going up [to Osborne], he removed your tonsils, your adenoids, did a re-vaccination, checked

      your eyesight and sent you to a dentist.




      At the beginning of your last term at Prep School you bought a number of little books from Gieve, Matthews and Seagrove [the naval outfitters – now

      Gieves & Hawkes], which contained past Naval Entrance examination papers. Having spent the whole term working through these papers ad nauseam, on entering the examination room, you were met

      by something only too familiar. What the examiners discovered about the candidates is not clear, unless it was that some had more retentive memories than others.


    


  




  He recalled that at the interview:




  

    

      the Admirals were not in uniform and to my relief the whole atmosphere of that board room was one of friendliness; my only recollection of

      this ordeal is that I favoured the board with my views on the Union of South Africa, a subject that I had hastily mugged up because my far-sighted father had tipped it as a good bet for the

      year 1910.


    


  




  Douglas King-Harman, who joined Osborne in January 1904 aged twelve and a half, wrote to his mother describing his first days there:




  

    

      I got a letter from Father with the inclosed [sic] cheque, which I took to the Chief of Staff, who told me to send it home. Please cash it

      and put £1–10–0 in the bank, but keep the remaining 10/-. We get up at 6.30, & have to take our dip in the plunge bath & dress by 7.0, when we begin work till 8.0. At

      8.0 the bugle blows ‘Cease Fire’ & we are marched into the mess room. At 9.0 we have prayers and divisions (that is, fall in) & off we march to work, which varies as

      sometimes we have decent things like Seamanship and Signals or Engineering, or do more prosaic studies, as Maths, French etc.




      Yesterday when we were marched down to the workshops, the roads were simply filthy, & many chaps were coated with mud half way up their gaiters. Happily,

      I was the outside man. We get an awful lot of gymnasium and drill. I played footer yesterday, I got thoroughly stiff and tired, but I refreshed myself at the Canteen (otherwise the Grubs).




      In the evenings we have about 11/2 hours play in Nelson (that is the huge hall used for drill and assembly etc.) The play is terrifically rough, & you get

      hurled about like mad. All the same it is awfully fine fun, & you soon get used to it.




      You can come down on any Wednesday or Saturday afternoon, as those are half holidays.




      At Dinner [midday in the navy] today we had turkey with sausages, & plum pudding & mince pies. At 8.45 we have a glass of ripping milk & weevily

      dog biscuits, the only article of fare which is not splendid.


    


  




  The letter is signed ‘from Douglas K-H’, and he has scribbled across the front page, ‘Bring my fountain pen down when you come!’




  Richard Young’s first of many impressions on arriving at Osborne was ‘the complete absence of women. A vast change from one’s Prep School, where there were two mistresses for

  the lower forms, a Matron, dormitory maids, dining room maids, and a headmaster’s wife’.




  F. J. Chambers, who joined Osborne in 1912, remembered that:




  

    

      Each term had a Lieutenant in charge of it, who disciplined us with tempered severity and looked after our games. We were taught practical

      seamanship by Petty Officers and Engine Room Artificers. Perhaps the first lesson we were taught was to respect these men, old enough to be our fathers, yet soon to be our subordinates.




      Juniors were not allowed – except on Sundays – to walk anywhere; everything was at the double. The religious instruction might have been presided

      over by the Rev Charles Kingsley – God was firmly on the side of Great Britain and the Royal Navy. When confirmation classes started, the rumour went round that the whole object of the

      exercise was to discover whether we masturbated.




      Slowly we climbed up the ladder of seniority until as ‘sixth-termers’ we could chase others about. There was no fagging, but sixth-termers could

      send juniors on errands for the purpose of ‘shaking the first-termers up’. I don’t think it harmed us but a lot of it was plain silly.




      We were paid one shilling a week, and were allowed to draw another shilling from pocket-money provided by our parents. We were not allowed to possess any

      other money, and even tips from relations had to be paid into the bank. The notorious case of Archer-Shee (alias the Winslow Boy) had shaken the authorities a few years

      before, and they wanted no repetition.


    


  




  As Commander Barry remembered, the punishments could, by today’s standards, be severe:




  

    

      While I was there, two cadets ran away. They were brought back to the great hall where we all assembled. One after the other they were

      strapped down across a gymnasium horse, and given twelve of the best by a hefty marine in front of all the other cadets. They were dismissed the service.


    


  




  Dartmouth was a tougher place, as Douglas King-Harman wrote to his mother in January 1906: ‘The discipline is fearfully strict, and our ideas of smartness etc. have received a rude

  shock’.




  Richard Young:




  

    

      At Osborne the senior terms were not much more grown up than the juniors, but at Dartmouth they had men’s voices and shaved. One’s two years at

      Osborne were no more than an interesting extension of one’s prep school; Dartmouth offered manhood. The tone of Dartmouth was generally good, there was inevitably a certain amount of

      ‘smut’, and at least one cadet lost his virginity to the wife of the local pub-keeper, but his later life and happy marriage suggest that it did him no harm; and why should it?

      Virginity is a condition, not necessarily a virtue.


    


  




  

    

      B. Dean had a slightly less happy recollection of Dartmouth:


    


  




  

    

      

        Having reached the eminence of Sixth Term at Osborne, one felt somewhat deflated on joining RN College Dartmouth, as ‘First

        Termers’ again, far more of an ordeal than first term at Osborne. The Cadet Captains – great hulking chaps of nearly seventeen – were given almost a free hand in the ruling

        of their serfs. Every evening the ‘gods’ would sit in judgement on their raised dais at the end of the gunroom. The punishments for even the most trivial offences were severe.

        They frequently included a dozen strokes with a cane on the back of the hand. The time of day we dreaded most was going to bed. After evening prayers we would be marched off the quarter deck.

        On reaching the corridor we would break off; then ensued a wild stampede for the dormitories. In the few seconds it took to get there, everything undo-able was undone: jackets, ties, collars,

        shirts and even boot laces flying in the breeze. A Cadet Captain would have gone ahead and stationed himself by the door through which we had to pass to get to the wash house. Just inside

        this door was a large gong (one gong = brush your teeth; two gongs = say your prayers). Attached to the gong was a thick rope weighted with a solid glass globe. The time would be taken from

        the first cadet entering the dormitory to the last one leaving it – and this seldom exceeded fifteen seconds. But this was not quick enough for the Cadet Captain.

        When ten seconds had elapsed, he would unhook the gong rope. As each cadet hurtled past him he would receive a resounding whack over the bare back with this formidable weapon.


      


    


  




  Sailing and boat-pulling (rowing) were an important part of the curriculum at Dartmouth, preparing cadets for their life at sea. As cadets became more senior they were allowed to take boats away

  for picnics up the River Dart. The old Britannia was still moored off Sandquay, and as Cadet Ringrose-Wharton recorded in his diary:




  

    

      

        In the morning we had sailing cutters, and as there was no breeze for sailing, we went along [to] the Ship [Britannia] and went over

        the mast, over the futtock shrouds and over the crosstrees; there [illegible] gave us some questions on the yards, then we pulled back to the bathing stage.


      


    


  




  Sport played an important part in the cadets’ lives. Douglas King-Harman wrote home about a rugby match against a local club first side:




  

    

      

        Our team is quite good as one officer and a master are Internationals, and most of the others are county people. It speaks jolly well for

        the cadets that five of us were playing yesterday. I am jolly glad I have jacked [sic] soccer, as soccer is quite in the shade here.




        I am going in for the Racquets tournament which begins next week. I haven’t been out with the Beagles this week so missed a couple of kills.


      


    


  




  But despite the sailing, beagling, and plenty of sport, Douglas King-Harman wrote to his father in May 1907:




  

    

      

        Here I am back again at this awful hole. I’m heartily sick of the place, and shall be most remarkably glad to get to sea, in spite of

        various sinister rumours that the new scheme Midshipmen are not to find life on their first ship a bed of roses.2*


      


    


  




  Life at Dartmouth was sufficiently repressive and set about with petty restrictions to cause some naval officers to look back on their time there with distaste. Stephen Roskill, the eminent

  naval historian, remembered that:




  

    

      

        I was born on 1 August, which was the starting day for one of the three annual cadet entries. If I had been born a day earlier, I would

        have been automatically placed one ‘term’ earlier so four months senior; but the rigidity of the system was such that cadets could only choose their friends from among those

        belonging to the same four month age span as themselves, and in particular from those who slept (in alphabetical order of surnames) in the same dormitories . . . It was

        not surprising that, despite ameliorative efforts by some of the more humane and understanding masters, this system should have stifled any tendency to show originality. Perhaps the most

        revealing comment on the system was made by an officer of my own generation who had the misfortune to fall into Japanese hands after the Java Sea Battle of 27 February 1942, but later

        achieved Flag Rank. When asked about his experiences as a prisoner-of-war, he replied, doubtless partly in jest, ‘After four years at Dartmouth a Japanese prison camp was quite a

        picnic’.13


      


    


  




  To be fair, many an ex-public schoolboy might have given a similar answer. Dartmouth kept this reputation up to the Second World War.3*

  For the privilege of attending Osborne and Dartmouth, the cadet’s parent paid a fee equivalent to that charged by the average public school. So only those able to find an annual sum

  equivalent to the cost of a medium-priced family car (in 1903 the fees were £75 a year, in today’s money about £16,000), could afford to send their offspring to the navy as an

  officer. There were reduced fees for the sons of officers of the Royal Navy, Royal Marines and army, and Admiralty civil servants.




  From Dartmouth, cadets were sent to a training cruiser to introduce them to shipboard life. In King-Harman’s case, this was the Cumberland (launched 1902 and completed in 1904). He

  wrote to his mother from Guernsey, where the ship was paying a visit, ‘after two nights in a hammock, I have come to the conclusion that of all the uncomfortable places to sleep, a hammock

  takes first prize’.




  On being sent to the fleet aged seventeen or so, as a midshipman, or ‘snotty’, life was even more demanding. The gunroom, where they lived, was ruled over by a sub-lieutenant,

  assisted by the senior midshipmen, who within certain limits were free to invent games to torment their juniors and keep them in their place. ‘Snotties’, so called because the buttons

  on the cuffs of their monkey jackets were allegedly to prevent them wiping their noses on their sleeves, had to endure ritualized bullying long after their civilian brothers and friends ashore had

  passed that stage. To us, the antics in the average early-twentieth-century gunroom appear at best immature, and at worst vicious.




  

    

      

        The ventilation of some gunrooms was bad, and their scuttles [portholes, to the landsman] were too close to the waterline to be kept open

        in a seaway, so ‘warts’, as the junior midshipmen were called, were posted by the scuttles to open as the ship rolled up, and close as she buried her side. A

        senior midshipman with stick in hand sat on the table. If you let any water in, at the next roll you were not allowed to close the scuttle, but had to shove your head and shoulders out to try

        to block the flow. Your backside was then in a perfect position for the controlling stick.14


      


    


  




  The sub-lieutenant (sub) of the gunroom decided whether the lives of the midshipmen, especially the junior ones, were tough but bearable, or sheer misery. He could act as a check on the senior

  midshipmen’s torment of the juniors, or lead the pack. A ship’s executive officer might rein in a sub who overcorrected; more often he would let it pass, as ‘good for the

  snotties’, adding a few punishments of his own for good measure. Between a ‘hard-nosed’ commander and a sub with a mean streak, a snotty’s life was a hell at sea. Captain

  Walker, who served in the battleship Resolution, wrote:




  

    

      

        Gunrooms did vary to some extent according to the character of the senior sub, who would set the tone, but I think

        Resolution’s gunroom was typical of the era, and no one who has been through the mill ever forgets it. When [years later] I met a retired Admiral at a reunion dinner, his first

        remark to me was, ‘Charles, how I hated those senior snotties in the RESO’.




        Here are two incidents which took place in my gunroom days, though not in the Resolution:




        1. A junior midshipman in, I think the Tiger, was so driven to desperation that he stabbed his sub-lieutenant with a knife (though not to death).




        2. Another midshipman (one of my own term) deserted from the fleet flagship for the same reason, but was caught and brought back. This was a very serious

        offence in wartime, but was hushed up (probably because he was the son of a well-known admiral). I never heard of it, until after I retired many years later, when my father who was a friend

        of the admiral’s told me about it.




        You can thank your lucky stars that you were never a junior snotty in ‘the good old days’.


      


    


  




  Older sailors and petty officers would sometimes take pity on the wretched snotty. A story is told of a midshipman in charge of a boat who was being yelled at by the ship’s commander from

  the quarterdeck as the boat drew away; a three-badge able-seaman said, ‘Never you mind, sir. Just hold up your hand [to acknowledge the tirade of abuse], and when you gets tired, I’ll

  hold up mine.’




  But childish behaviour notwithstanding, midshipmen then had considerably more responsibility than their contemporaries ashore; and infinitely more than most sixteen-year-olds

  today. Most ships’ boats, whether under sail, oars, or steam, were in charge of a midshipman. They were responsible for their boat’s cleanliness and maintenance and for

  ‘driving’ it in all weathers by day and night. Thus they learned boathandling and seamanship, which would stand them in good stead when they became the captains of warships, as well as

  command of men much older and more experienced than them.




  Aged seventeen and a half, Douglas King-Harman was appointed as a midshipman in HMS Lord Nelson. He wrote to his father on 17 January 1909:




  

    

      

        I am the Midshipman of the Picket Boat [steam driven], so that I don’t get much time to myself. In fact I can’t fit in a square

        meal edgeways. Just as I sit down simply ravening [sic], then it’s ‘Away Picket boat’, and away I dash. It’s very difficult steering, there being awfully strong tides

        and a perpetual gale, but I haven’t had any serious bumps yet. We spent Wednesday and Thursday ammunitioning ship, and on Thursday night I was towing the empty lighters away till past

        10.0 pm, simply soaked to the skin and in a howling gale.




        Arbuthnot [the Captain] is a regular terror and no mistake and so is the commander, Whitehead, but as long as I keep clear of their wrath I shall be all

        right.




        Any breach of gunroom etiquette is severely punished [by being beaten] with your own dirk scabbard. I append some of the immemorial customs of the

        Service.




        If a commissioned officer (i.e. a sub[-lieutenant]) says ‘Breadcrumbs’ all midshipmen have to immediately stop their ears until further orders.

        If a sub says ‘door!’, every mid makes a dash for the door, and if not out in 5 secs the last one out does not sit comfortably afterwards. When a commissioned officer is making

        himself objectionable at table, the President of the Mess shouts ‘Dogs of War’ and if the offender is not removed in a minute, the midshipmen sit down delicately for the next few

        days. We had a Dogs of War yesterday evening at dinner, when the Assistant Paymaster was making a row. He is a burly brute and the combined efforts of ten of us only just got him out in time,

        at the expense of a few plates, glasses etc. At first obedience had to be slowly and painfully instilled, but now we move as one man.




        The admiral, Briggs, is a harmless looking person, who is completely overshadowed by our terror of a skipper. I am still in rather a blue funk as I never

        know when and what I ought to be doing, but in another week I shall have settled down into the routine of the ship.


      


    


  




  Young King-Harman was not exaggerating when he described Captain Sir Robert Arbuthnot, Bt, as a terror. He was a martinet and physical-fitness fanatic, who

  made a practice of challenging his guests to boxing matches after dinner. On one occasion, he overheard two sailors to whom he had awarded a minor punishment threatening to ‘do him in’.

  He ordered them to meet him on the quarterdeck, where each man was handed a pair of boxing gloves and invited to carry out his threat. They received such a thrashing that they would have done

  better to have kept quiet.15 Lady Arbuthnot was one of the few people who could control Sir Robert, ‘Bobby’ to his midshipmen. Some months after

  joining Lord Nelson, King-Harman wrote about her:




  

    

      

        She has a notorious weakness for midshipmen, and has started by an offer of free teas whenever we go ashore. She is a most motherly dame

        who I fancy keeps the fierce Bobby in good order. There is rather an amusing yarn of her, that when a midshipman was steering a boat with her and the captain on board, the unfortunate youth

        made a hash of coming alongside. Bobby jumped up and said ‘consider your leave stopped till further orders’. ‘Nonsense’ said Lady A, and the midshipman went his way

        rejoicing.


      


    


  




  The Home Fleet summer cruise provided an opportunity for the officers and midshipmen to partake of hospitality offered by landowners. Midshipman Cyril Bower was serving in the brand-new

  battleship Orion, the flagship of Rear Admiral King-Hall, when she visited the Clyde in 1912, and noted in his journal:




  

    

      

        Saturday, Aug 17th Lamlash to Fairlie




        Orion and Falmouth weighed at 8.15 am and proceeded out of harbour, course being shaped for Fairlie where we arrived at 9.30 am in a heavy

        rainstorm. I played golf at Largs in the afternoon, and in the evening the officers of both ships went to a dance given by Lady Glasgow at Kelburn Castle


      


    


  




  

    

      Sunday, Aug 18th Fairlie




      A very fine day. Divisions and church were held on the upper deck. In the afternoon, Lady Glasgow invited all the midshipmen from this ship to tea etc. at

      Kelburn.


    


  




  

    

      

        Monday, Aug 19th Fairlie to Lamlash




        At 10.15 am, the Earl of Glasgow who is about 90 years old came on board; we weighed and proceeded off Largs.


      


    


  




  What the lower deck found to do so far from the bright lights of Glasgow, Bower does not record.




  Inevitably there were accidents involving boats. King-Harman:




  

    

      

        Saturday morning, a service boat was being sailed close by us in a strong gale of wind, when a squall struck her and

        she capsized. Our picket boat was immediately called away – I dashed up on deck just as I was, without dirk or anything, and rushed to the scene of the action. Another ship’s boat

        arrived just before us and they picked up everyone. The midshipman of the boat had a very near squeak as he was wearing an overcoat and seaboots, and was pinned underneath the mainsail for

        several seconds before being fished out by a seaman. It was freezing hard at the time with a heavy sea. While I was righting the capsized boat, another steam boat dashed up and ran right into

        us, so all I got out of the affair was a round cursing from the commander for bringing my boat back with a hole in her. I had gone away with no overcoat or seaboots and was soaked.


      


    


  




  Punishment and strictures were the order of the day, and accepted without rancour; giving midshipmen a hard time was regarded as good for their souls. King-Harman:




  

    

      

        Our officers are a very nice set indeed, and really the captain and commander are good sorts at bottom though very strenuous and strict service people. The seamen have nicknamed this ship the ‘Lord ’Elp us’.


      


    


  




  It is perhaps an indication of the attitudes of the time that when in 1910 Arbuthnot was dismissed his ship for criticizing the government of the day in public, King-Harman

  wrote:




  

    

      

        There was naturally a fearful hullaballoo, and yesterday a new captain was appointed, Bobby being put on half pay. It is a beastly shame,

        and it has taken from the active service one of the best officers in the navy. His remarks were obviously tactless and could not have gone unreprimanded, but is abominable to put him on half

        pay. Bobby never did care tuppence for what anyone else thought or did, and I suppose he has run his head up against the powers that be once too often now. We are all very sorry to lose him,

        and so I think are the men, although not many of them would own it. Passing one or two fads he was the best skipper anyone could wish for.4*


      


    


  




  Arbuthnot did not languish on half-pay for long. He was soon appointed Commodore of the Harwich destroyer flotillas. He worked hard on improving the spick-and-span appearance and efficiency in

  seamanship of his flotillas, and included some night-fighting training. There was nothing wrong with the spirit and effectiveness of individual ship’s companies, but little attention seems to

  have been paid to how the flotillas should operate as part of a fleet, and how they should be handled in a fleet action, especially at night. Despite the bravery of the men,

  these deficiencies in training were apparent when war broke out: for example, the British had not devised a system for using searchlights at night to anything like the degree achieved by the

  Germans. In the war, Arbuthnot, by now a rear admiral, was second in command of the 2nd Battle Squadron, and later commanded 1st Cruiser Squadron. Both commands were well above his ceiling, and he

  lived, and died, validating Churchill’s judgement on flag officers that ‘at the outset of the conflict we had more captains of ships than captains of war’.




  The navy also raced boats on every possible occasion. Midshipman Cyril Bower, who had previously served in the battleship Hibernia, took part in six sailing races in twelve days between

  23 January and 10 February 1911. His journal for Saturday 4 February in Arosa Bay reads:




  

    

      

        Midshipmen’s sailing race for Lady May’s prizes was held in the morning in a strong breeze. At the start the

        Agamemnon’s whaler capsized but the crew were picked up by Hibernia’s barge. Later on in the race, the Glasgow’s montagu whaler capsized, 4 men being

        drowned. The midshipman and 1 boy being picked up by the Drake’s sea boat.


      


    


  




  Sixteen-year-old midshipmen also had to learn to deal with sailors far older then themselves who were the worse for drink. King-Harman gives an account of collecting libertymen from Deal

  pier:




  

    

      

        I towed the pinnace in to bring off 120 men at 10 pm. As I neared the pier there were loud cheers and yells, and when I came alongside, a

        heaving mass of men fell and rolled into the pinnace. About 20 or 30 of them were so drunk that they couldn’t even sit up, while 80% of the rest were very far gone. I made the more

        sober ones come with me in the picket boat, and let the others stow themselves in the other boat. All the time there was a perfect pandemonium raging, and at last I shoved off in despair,

        leaving a few desolate figures on the pier linked arm in arm singing ‘we won’t go ’ome till mornin’’ in maudlin voices. The row calmed down as we neared the

        ship, and more than half of them had collapsed into slumber as we arrived at the gangway. I brought the aforesaid few on board early this morning looking very sorry for themselves with the

        prospect of cells for breaking leave.


      


    


  




  Pay in the navy at any rank was far from generous, and midshipmen were subsidized by their parents. King-Harman wrote to explain his finances:




  

    

      

        I get my pay of 1s 9d a day and also the £50 a year which Father pays to the Admiralty. The two combined which makes about £80

        a year I get in instalments every month – about £6 per month. I get 1/- a day pay for ordinary months, and the 9d is saved till the quarter, so that every

        quarter you get a double whack so to speak. Out of this [all per month], messing takes from 30/- to £2, extras such as tea in the afternoon, porridge etc. come to about 8/- or 10/-, if

        you have a glass of wine at dinner for ‘the King’, wine comes to about 7/6 to 8/-, then my servant gets 10/-, washing is up to 10/- or more. I think that for everything including

        an afternoon on shore once in a way for tea or games, I ought to be able to save about £2 a month for certain. As long as I remain mid of the picket boat though, my shore expenses

        won’t be very great, as I can only get leave if someone consents to take my boat for me, and I have only been ashore twice so far in four weeks.


      


    


  




  The £50 a year was an allowance that parents were ‘called upon’ to supplement a midshipman’s pay,16 and was only

  stopped in the early days of the First World War, when a father wrote to the Admiralty saying that while he understood that his son might be killed, he did not see why he should pay for the

  privilege.




  King-Harman wrote to his father following up his earlier letter about finance:




  

    

      

        I told you last mail about my money affairs, so that you see I shall not want any pocket money in future, if you will continue to get my

        clothes for me. I have had a very strenuous week with some unpleasant experience of the North Sea in winter. We were out all Monday doing firing exercises and anchored off Deal again on

        Tuesday morning in a howling gale. There was a funeral of one of our ABs on shore on Tuesday afternoon and I towed the funeral party and escort ashore. It was most appallingly rough, and as

        both the picket boat and the launch I was towing were very heavily loaded, I really thought sometimes we would never reach the shore. We were drenched every minute by waves and spray, and of

        course had to go dead slow for fear of swamping the launch. I managed to land everybody safely at last, and then lay off the pier, being thrown about like a pea in a pod for about 3 hours

        until the party returned. The return journey was accomplished in rain and sleet, and I eventually got on board after five hours in the boat in what was really very bad weather. The commander

        asked me to dine in the Ward Room next night and said it was very creditable to have landed the party and back without any accident, which made me feel quite bucked up as he is such a surly

        old bear, he never says you’ve done a thing well unless he can help it. It snowed the next day, which considerably added to my embarrassment as we were a good mile off shore, and by the

        time I had completed a trip, I was literally frozen to the ground [sic – deck?] and resembled a pillar of salt.




        We have been having simply foul weather – a bitterly cold NE gale, with the temperature close on freezing. Last week I never had

        minute spare time from morning till night and rarely got to bed before 11.0. pm.




        The midshipman of the motor picket boat ran into the ship on Friday and smashed a huge hole in her bows, and she was only just hoisted in before sinking. It

        was quite exciting. Our first lieutenant fell over board while getting in the remains of a target on Thursday, but was picked up almost immediately. It must have been a chilly proceeding.




        I had a couple of doses of ‘little Benjamin’ (i.e. a stout walking stick) last week, and to my great joy the said Benjamin was broken over me

        (to the great grief of its owner).5*


      


    


  




  Again, in the Firth of Forth:




  

    

      

        Saturday dawned the [most] poisonous day possible. Freezing hard, a strong easterly gale, and the sea running very high. I spent a frozen

        day in the boat with short spells for meals, and arrived back at 9.0 pm triumphant with no smashes. Today I was away from 8.30 am till noon and am going again in a few minutes. The sea is

        worse, and the wind if possible colder. It is really rather exciting. Of course we batten down all the hatches, so that it doesn’t matter how much water we ship, but when we are going

        into the wind it is all one can do to prevent being washed overboard. The boat is in one smother of spray the whole time. Nothing can keep you dry, as the waves splash up round you under the

        oilskin and fill up your sea boots, while green seas find their way down your neck. Meanwhile your eyes are getting crusted with salt, and spray is freezing (literally) all over you as it

        falls. Gloves are useless as they get soaked through in a moment.


      


    


  




  Midshipmen coaled ship along with everybody else, as King-Harman related to his father, Sir Charles King-Harman; he was the Governor of Cyprus, hence the allusion to Mount

  Troödos below:




  

    

      

        The collier came alongside next morning early and we began coaling at 9.0 am. We wanted to get in the whole 1,800 tons in one day, and made

        strenuous efforts to do it. It was a most appalling day, and when the last hoist was inboard, at about 7.30 pm, I was absolutely cooked. Our average was 188 tons per hour, a splendid one for

        such a large amount of coal. We washed down decks the same night, and I turned in feeling as if I had removed Troodos single handed with a spade.


      


    


  




  Midshipmen were also required to skipper sailing boats as competently as steam or motor picket boats:




  

    

      

        We anchored at 7.30 am this morning, and I was routed out at 7.50 am while sleeping the sleep of the just after the

        middle watch, and was informed that my boat, the 1st Cutter was going in for mails immediately on anchoring. We took up our billet at the proper time, and I had a long and chilly sail to the

        beach, in a howling gale and bitterly cold it was. However it was a soldier’s wind both ways, and I made good work with it, with no reefs in and every one and everything piled up to

        windward.


      


    


  




  Christmas 1909 found the Lord Nelson at Portland and was celebrated in naval style, starting with the procession of all officers round the mess decks just before dinner:




  

    

      

        This last performance is a fearful ordeal. The decorations were really first class, the messes were a mass of flags and coloured paper.

        Each mess had a special scheme of its own. The men stand in two long lines, and at each mess there are men stationed with plates of plum pudding, cakes, cigarettes etc., and each officer as

        he passes is supposed to take something, and when you pass a mess with any of your division in it (my Division are Maintopmen) you will deeply offend should you fail to take a double whack of

        everything. As there are some 40 messes in the ship, you can imagine that the performance is equivalent to a good meal.




        After this we left the men to their dinners, and adjourned to the wardroom, where toasts were drunk with immense enthusiasm. We then proceeded to the

        gunroom and commenced the serious business of eating turkey and plum pudding. We opened some of the champagne in honour of the occasion, and after a jovial meal, we spent the afternoon, both

        men and officers in a well earned sleep, from which I roused myself at 6 pm to dress for dinner as Mrs Millan had invited me to dine with them [ashore].


      


    


  




  Bringing a battleship to a buoy involved taking a hawser in by boat, usually with a ‘buoy jumper’ who as his name implies jumped on to the mooring buoy to pass the hawser through the

  ring on the buoy to hold the ship while the ship’s chain cable was paid out to secure the ship to the buoy using a shackle:




  

    

      

        A cutter mid. has a great number of thankless jobs in the day’s work, but the job that haunts the sleep of cutter midshipmen is

        bringing a ship to a buoy. Lately I have been at it two or three times a week, but each time it loses none of its thanklessness. You can never do anything right, and the only way to do

        the job successfully at all is to pay no attention to the array of captains, commanders, and lieutenants who will be bawling themselves hoarsely [sic] and incessantly through megaphones, but

        to console them with the occasional ‘Aye, Aye Sir’, and do the job your way.


      


    


  




  The sailors also took a keen interest in pulling races and although it was illegal would bet on the outcome. King-Harman:




  

    

      

        Last week I saw the ancient custom of challenging a ship to a boat race for the first time since we commissioned. The Dido, a small

        cruiser had come in about ten days ago, and we heard that she had a very smart cutter’s racing crew, which had a long string of victories to their name. She challenged and beat the

        Superb, and one day last week, she challenged us. I was on watch at the time, and about six o’clock, just before sunset we saw her cutter coming towards us. I never saw such a

        magnificent set of men as she had – fine big chaps they were, every one of the fourteen, and it was a fine sight as they pulled slowly round us. The whole ship’s company crowded

        to the sides and followed them round in stony silence, evidently weighing the chances. The way to accept a challenge is to throw a boxing glove into the boat as it crosses the bows, but the

        Dido’s cutter swept by without a sign from our men.




        It was as good as a play to watch the faces of our men on the forecastle as the boat went by, and equally good to watch the expression of studied

        indifference on the fourteen faces of the Dido’s crew. As they got clear of the bows, there was a just perceptible exultation visible in the increased speed as they shot down the

        other side, but to the ordinary observer one would never have known that we had acknowledged the fact that they were too good for us. It was a still evening, but the whole time occupied by

        the rowing round, there was an almost unbroken silence, and the scene was very weird. The officers of the ships have nothing to do with racing crews, and it is an entirely ships company

        business, so I went forward after I had been relieved, and endeavoured by casual conversation with the quartermaster to find out the details of the tableau I had just seen. It seems that

        Dido’s cutter is making a bid for the championship of the Fleet, and has hitherto been unbeaten, and we being a Chatham crew and somewhat fainthearted, decided to accept the fact

        that they are the ‘best men’. I don’t think that if we had been a West Country crew we should have swallowed the insult, but Chatham crews are notoriously chicken-hearted.

        We have some very fine men in the ship, but I don’t think we have anything that would beat the Dido.


      


    


  




  *




  Conditions for the lower deck in the Royal Navy had improved considerably between the end of the nineteenth century and the outbreak of the First World War, but there were some

  grievances that remained unresolved which surfaced in the latter stages of that war, and at intervals in the years leading up to the Second. Many of the reforms were the work of three men, Fisher,

  Lionel Yexley (an ex-petty officer), and later Winston Churchill, the First Lord of the Admiralty. Yexley became the editor of a magazine, the Bluejacket, later The

  Fleet, and played a dominant role in the movement to reform conditions in the Royal Navy.




  The class structure of Queen Victoria’s navy was far more rigid than that of her predecessors. Promotion from the lower deck had produced a surprisingly large number of officers in the

  period up to the end of the Napoleonic Wars. This avenue was almost completely closed after that date. In the eighty-four years after 1818, only four men of lower-deck origin were promoted to

  lieutenant – for gallantry. In 1903, Fisher, then Second Sea Lord, introduced a scheme to promote chief warrant officers to lieutenant, but his system only benefited men nearing the age of

  retirement and they could not expect to be promoted further.




  One indicator of unrest was the rate of desertion and frequency of cases of indiscipline. In the year 1906–1907 there were 1,896 deserters.17

  Between 1899 and 1914 there were twenty-four major incidents of collective indiscipline or mutinous behaviour in ships and establishments of the Royal Navy, often the result of excessive collective

  punishments such as stopping the whole ship’s company’s leave because of bad behaviour by a few men. One example will have to suffice. In March 1914, in the Zealandia, commanded

  by the fire-eating Captain Walter Cowan, a long period of unrest, mostly provoked by Cowan, ended in a large number of stokers refusing to obey orders. Some were arrested and placed in cells. A

  further demonstration ensued. Twelve men were chosen at random and tried by court martial, and eight were sent to prison with hard labour. In this case the Admiralty intervened, annulled the

  sentences on a technicality, and distributed the stokers around other ships.18




  Discipline at sea was harsher and more arbitrary than in the army (and Royal Marines when ashore – at sea Royal Marines were subjected to the same system as the bluejackets). Officers were

  not taught to care for their men, and many naval officers looked upon and treated the sailors as children who could not be trusted to behave. Flogging in the navy was merely suspended in 1881, not

  abolished as in the army, though birching of boy seamen was abolished in 1906, and caning allowed only under orders from the captain. Punishments were often demeaning, and the powers given to

  captains of ships made them almost akin to God. There was a lack of consistency in the system of discipline. Sailors would ruefully remark, ‘another ship, another navy’.19




  The onset of war in 1914 did not necessarily bring with it a change in some of the more autocratic captains and a moderation in their harsh treatment of their men. A rating in the battleship

  Canopus wrote in his diary about the first Christmas of the war:




  

    

      

        Christmas Day (at Sea). Signal from Admiralty to Admiral wishing us a very happy Christmas, which proved to be a very

        miserable one. Our officers had a very good one, best of food, drinking and singing all day. While the men were on corned beef and hard biscuits.


      


    


  




  On 27 December he recorded:




  

    

      

        Took 1,100 tons of coal from collier. Finished at 11 PM. This has been our hardest coaling as we were working in the sun and the

        temperature was 90 degrees. Quite a lot of men collapsed during the day and our Captain expressed his gratitude by telling us that the coal ‘must damn well come in faster’,

        if not he would walk around himself and we would know what that meant. Yes we all knew what it meant, he would get his suit dirty and could not drink so much whiskey.


      


    


  




  On 31 December he noted:




  

    

      

        we can hear our officers singing and dancing and ringing the old Year out, at 12 o’clock they all came on the Quarter Deck all the

        worst for drink doing the Turkey Trot etc. When the Captain came up and told the bugler to sound off Action. That meant that all hands had to go to their respective stations. One officer

        called a marine all the disgusting names he could think of, his only excuse was the following morning that he [said] he was a little worse for drink.


      


    


  




  During the Dardanelles campaign, the Canopus called at Malta for repairs. Rooke observed in his diary:




  

    

      

        Our Captain could only manage to give Canteen leave to 10 pm, a lot of discontent on board.6* Took

        in 700 tons of coal, gave leave from 4 pm to 6 am the following morning, our first leave since the war started. There was no reason why everyone could not get 60 or 72 hours leave now, every

        other ship was doing so. Can see trouble ahead. If we can not get it by fair means, we will get it by foul.


      


    


  




  When the first watch to be granted shore leave returned, sixty-nine men were absent, and when the second watch returned there were fifty-nine men adrift. The captain stopped

  everyone’s leave. Rooke wrote in his diary:




  

    

      

        Our captain is a good fighting man, but would be appreciated a lot more if he thought a little more of his ship’s company. He could

        have prevented all this by giving leave the same as other ships. 7.30 pm, [he] thought better of things and served out rum.7* I

        expect he is beginning to find out that he has got men to deal with and not a lot of boys.


      


    


  




  In 1914, the sailors of the Royal Navy were unique in being members of the only service among the belligerents who paid for their own uniforms (a system that was to last into the 1960s). In the

  decade up to 1914, it was estimated that some 500 men deserted from Chatham alone each year because of petty harassment on matters concerning uniform.




  By 1907, the quantity and quality of food had been improved thanks to Fisher, by then First Sea Lord, and Yexley, whom Fisher used to consult. A new system of centralized catering was introduced

  in HMS Dreadnought, although decades were to pass before it became universal in the Royal Navy. But even the free issue of cutlery was attended by the ‘bullshit’ so prevalent in

  the navy. In Dreadnought the cutlery had to be burnished and set out in an elaborate standard pattern for Sunday inspection. The men refused to use the cutlery and handed it back to the

  paymaster.20




  The training of sailors (ratings) was hard, and to us may seem brutal. But they were fed better than many working-class children, and few of them were strangers to a clip round the ear. The

  scholastic education they received was of a higher standard than in the present-day British ‘bog-standard comprehensive’ (to use the words of a government minister in 2002). Most

  ratings joined young, at fifteen or sixteen. Many began their life in the navy in the training ship HMS Ganges, an 1821-vintage wooden ship-of-the-line at Shotley on the River Stour in Kent. She

  was still rigged with masts and yards, as HMS Victory is today. The sixteen-year-old William Broadway joined the Ganges as a boy signalman in 1913. Only the most intelligent boys were selected for

  this training.




  

    

      I had a very good reception really. They met me with ‘put that cigarette out’. The first evening they gave us a bath with plenty

      of disinfectant in it. They gave us a good supper. A large lump of corned beef, a piece of cheese and a basin of cocoa. The first thing we did was six weeks seamanship: box the compass, knots

      and splices, boat pulling, physical drill, mast climbing, and sea boat, a twelve-oared cutter.8* We weren’t as big as the oars. The coxswain used

      to threaten us with the tiller. The treatment wasn’t brutal but it was severe. If you were told to box the compass and if you stopped, you got a cut alongside the ear.

      We also had ordinary schooling, fractions, decimals, long-division and on the results of your schooling, you were ‘classed up’. The first group were given the high gunnery class,

      the next signals, and so on.


    


  




  William Ford, a farm boy, joined Ganges in 1910 aged sixteen years and nine months. After being woken,




  

    

      you lashed your hammocks up, and fell-in on deck to have them inspected to see that they were lashed up properly. After stowing hammocks, you

      scrubbed decks, barefooted, you weren’t allowed to wear shoes whatever the weather. After this we went over the rigging. If you lagged, there would be an instructor right behind you with

      a rope’s end. There’d also be one on the fighting top to see you didn’t go through the lubber’s hole. You had to come up the futtock shroud, hanging backwards, toes

      hooked in and pulling yourself up by your hands. I did not know where I got the nerve from. I was frightened to get on a haystack. I knew I had to do it, or I would be ridiculed by the other

      boys for being a coward.




      If somebody wouldn’t go, they would hoist them up in the bosun’s chair. It was not done to be cruel, but to get them used to looking down. But no

      one was ever excused it. There were a lot of things that scared you at first. Like walking out on the boom to boats, with a lifeline to keep one’s balance.9*




      After going over the rigging, we would have breakfast, sausages, or kippers, bloaters, perhaps eggs – good food.


    


  




  In 1906, James Cox joined the Warspite, a training ship on the River Thames run by the Marine Society for boys of good character to provide seamen mainly for the merchant service. There

  were four other training ships in the Thames then: Arethusa and Exmouth, for boys from orphanages and workhouses, Worcester to train officers for the merchant service, and

  Cornwall for boys who required corrective training. James Cox’s father, who ran a greengrocery and coal-merchant business, at first refused to sign the papers to allow him to join

  Warspite, so he persuaded a retired sergeant of marines to sign it for him.




  

    

      My father never objected. He said, ‘oh well you’ve made your bed. Away you go’. And away I went. My mother didn’t

      have much to say. She done what my father told her. All she done was breed and work. She worked in the shop from six in the morning, and worked until eleven or twelve at night, looking after us kids, and doing a couple of hours washing every day. Terrible life for a woman.


    


  




  The routine in Warspite was very similar to that in Ganges, and as always with boys food was important. He remembered that after washing down decks,




  

    

      We’d have breakfast of a basin of beautiful chocolate cocoa, big thick lumps they used to put in it, and it had about a quarter of an

      inch of fat on top, it used to go down very, very nice, hot boiling cocoa. With it you’d have a quarter of a loaf of bread, about half a pound in weight, because loaves those days weighed

      two pounds. And most mornings you’d have good pork crushed out like dripping on our bread. Other mornings we’d have treacle or jam.




      For dinner we’d have meat, mostly mutton, roasted or stewed, and potatoes with their skins on. On Thursdays and Saturdays we’d have boiled plum

      pudding, made in long lengths and cut off in slices. At supper we’d have bread, jam and tea.


    


  




  Half of each day was spent at school:




  

    

      The education was on the three Rs of course – reading, writing and ’rithmetic. They always tried to instil in a boy the love of

      reading, because their principle was to say ‘if we taught the boys the three Rs well, if he wanted to learn anything himself, he could always study it.’


    


  




  Each night there would be a muster:




  

    

      We’d all be lined up on deck, the Captain would stand at the wheel at the half-deck. Every boy would go before him, report his name and

      number, turn left smartly and step off. This was to make sure every boy was aboard, and no one missing, or drowned. Then you went below, sling your hammock and turn in.




      In those days, even in school right from babies you were taught to obey. On Warspite it was no different. Provided you carried out orders, nobody

      interfered. But, my God, if you didn’t the punishment was always half a dozen with the cane. It didn’t happen very often. There was no cruelty. If a boy was to be caned, he was

      taken up to the quarterdeck, stretched across the gymnasium horse and given six.


    


  




  On completion of training in Warspite, merchant shipping companies would seek boys for employment in their ships. Some, like James Cox, joined the Royal Navy, and went to the training

  ship HMS Impregnable at Devonport. Being already trained in the basics, boys from Warspite were given advanced education, such as algebra, and training in electrics, wireless,

  gunnery, and torpedoes. This enabled the navy to select men for the specializations demanded by an increasingly technological service. James Cox found the discipline in the navy

  more severe than in Warspite:




  

    

      The officers in Warspite were fathers to you. You could always go and talk to them. Of course you always gave them respect, they

      always insisted on that. But in the Navy, the officers were entirely apart. You very seldom addressed an officer unless he addressed you. All your contact with officers in the training ship was

      through petty officers. All the petty officers were severe. It’s a kind of upstairs, downstairs. The cook doesn’t go straight to the missus; she goes to the butler first. It was the

      same then in the Navy.




      Of course there’s a lot to be said for discipline, because a welldisciplined ship is usually a happy ship, because everybody knows they’ve got a

      job to do. In a badly disciplined ship, everybody pleases themselves.


    


  




  James Cox, while still a boy seaman, was disciplined for overstaying his leave by seven days. On his return he presented himself at Chatham Barracks, and was sent up to Scotland to rejoin his

  ship, the armoured cruiser HMS Natal.




  

    

      The Captain was Ogilvie, a little man, but a great man. I was taken before him, and I was a bit obstreperous. I turned and attempted to

      strike one of the ship’s police. I was charged with attempting to strike a superior officer, a severe crime. If I had been a man I’d have got two years detention. I was let off

      light. I was sentenced to twelve with the cane and fourteen days cells. I was taken on to the quarterdeck in my white duck suit. All the boys were mustered, about forty of them. I was laid

      across a gymnasium horse, with a ship’s policeman either side stretching you across it. I had twelve strokes laid on by the master-at-arms, a very big man. The tradition was that you

      never opened your mouth, if you screamed or cried out, you were a coward.




      In the cells I picked oakum. You take a foot-long piece of rope and work at it until it’s like wool. It takes two days to produce a pound of oakum. It

      makes your fingers sore. I was still a growing boy, and after three days my God I was hungry. The Captain sent for me one evening. He said, ‘Ha there you are my boy, I’m going to be

      lenient with you. First of all I want you to remember that we train lions in the Navy, and subdue them. I want you to remember that, but don’t let it rest in your memory too much. You

      have spirit, but you’ve shown it in a very, very bad way. You’re the sort of boy we want for our petty officers in the future. I’m going to release you from cells if you give

      me your word that you will never get yourself into trouble again.’




      I was ready to promise anything then. And I kept my word. I became a chief petty officer as the years passed. I always remember Captain Ogilvie and his words.

      He was great man; he understood boys.


    


  




  Coaling ship was a filthy chore, and how frequently it was carried out depended on how often the ship went to sea, and how fast she steamed.10* A battleship or cruiser might have to take in 2,500 to 3,000 tons of coal, and aim to load at a rate of 300 to 400 tons an hour. Coaling, like all other evolutions, was

  treated as an inter-ship competition. To prepare for coaling, stokers would fit bottle-shaped halves of iron between the coalbin holes on the upper deck and the coal bunkers in the ship’s

  bottom, often through several decks, including mess decks, and bolted them together to produce a continuous chute, down which the coal was shot from deck level to the bunkers. As the coal rattled

  down the chutes, clouds of dust escaped, and the whole ship was covered in a film of it. Everybody except the captain and a few men on duty took part in coaling, and wore their oldest clothes

  – anything was acceptable. Most major warships had a Royal Marine band, and sometimes they played music to keep up morale. Usually the seamen were also stationed in the holds in the collier

  alongside, shovelling the coal into two-hundredweight bags, which were hoisted to deck level by derrick, ten bags at a time (a ton of coal) and tipped out. Marines manning trolleys scooped it up,

  and emptied the coal down the chutes to the bunkers, where the stokers trimmed it. James Cox:




  

    

      And so it goes on all day long. The only refreshment you get is oatmeal or limejiuce depending on whether you’re in the tropics or

      where you are. You keep going until you’ve finished, you might take eight to ten hours to coal, and then you’ve got to clean ship – wash everything down, all the paintwork.

      After that, you have a bath, and change back into your ordinary rig. You were exhausted.


    


  




  On a coal-fired destroyer, like TB 117, Cox’s next ship after the Natal, the task was even more arduous. James Cox:




  

    

      In a little destroyer, there would be four or five of us to take in fifty tons of coal. We used to run alongside every three or four days,

      because we were patrolling off the Nore.


    


  




  The elite of the lower deck were the engine-room artificers (ERAs), whose skill was vital to maintain the machinery, engines, and hydraulic systems on which the ship depended to steam, float,

  and fight. Rather than recruit skilled men from industry who would bring trade-union practices with them, the navy decided to train its own boy artificers. But the navy realized unless ERAs were

  given special treatment, it would be impossible to recruit boys with sufficient intelligence and aptitude. Gilbert Adshead joined in 1909 aged fifteen, at the suggestion of his

  father, who foresaw a war with Germany and wanted his son to avoid being conscripted into the army. Although there was no conscription in Britain at the time, Adshead père must have been

  gifted with second sight, because it was introduced in 1916. For Adshead’s intake, thirtythree boys were examined and interviewed, of which six eventually passed, and joined the old wooden

  battleship Tenedos at Chatham. Two old steel merchant ships served as workshops. An ERA’s training took four years, and the end product was a highly skilled craftsman, capable of

  making almost every part of machinery in a ship in the workshop on board, then fitting it and maintaining it.




  An ERA wore the same uniform as a chief petty officer, similar to an officer’s, except with red badges instead of gold ones, with stiff white collar and black tie. For work he wore blue

  overalls. The routine in Tenedos was far more civilized than in the Ganges or the other training ships. ERAs under training were waited on at meals by pensioners. They slept in

  hammocks, but there were no physical punishments, merely stoppage of leave. For major infringements of discipline a trainee would be discharged from the navy, as happened to one boy, who had served

  for two years, and was caught painting a black eye on Tenedos’s figurehead just before Admiral’s inspection. The young ERAs spent most of their day in the workshop learning their

  craft, and attended evening school after tea. Leave each week started at midday on a Saturday, according to Gilbert Adshead:




  

    

      and you had to be back on board at 8 o’clock on Monday morning. From Chatham Station they ran special trains to London and back. It was

      nothing for nine or ten thousand men to travel on the rows of trains that had been laid on.




      Halfway through my time, Tenedos was closed down, and we moved to HMS Indus, another wooden ship at Devonport on the Cornish side of the

      Hamoaze. Here there were four workshops, three in merchant ships and one in another wooden ship. There were playing fields ashore, we had boat pulling, boxing, gym and all kinds of sport. These

      were some of the happiest days of my life.


    


  




  The increase in the size of the ERA training establishment was but one indication of the need for more technicians in an ever-growing Royal Navy. Gilbert Adshead’s first ship, which he

  joined in 1913, was the battleship Lord Nelson, in which he was to serve for four and a half years. She was the last of the pre-dreadnought battleships, with reciprocating engines rather

  than turbines. She was fired by a combination of coal and oil, and was one of the first ships in the Royal Navy to have watertight compartments. To get from one engine room, or

  stokehold, to another, one had to climb to a deck above the waterline, and descend again. She was also one of the first to be fitted with lifts down to the engine rooms. Adshead had a high regard

  for his officers:




  

    

      They didn’t join the Navy for a job, but as a profession. Many came from distinguished naval families. We had a fine Captain,

      McClintock, even he wouldn’t be high and mighty, if he happened to walk along the upper deck, he would stop and speak to you. In the wardroom we had two lords, two sirs, and three

      honourables. One of the lords was a young lieutenant. They were gentlemen and they conducted themselves like gentlemen, and you couldn’t help liking them.


    


  




  The Lord Nelson was a flagship at the time, hence her blue-blooded wardroom; many admirals still made a practice of collecting their friends’ sons and relations

  around them. Service in a flagship was sought after by the ambitious as a good leg-up in the promotion stakes. James Cox’s views on officers were not necessarily shared by his fellow

  bluejackets:




  

    

      in my opinion, the average naval officer, in that day anyway, came from a good family and were damn good fellows. Discipline was always good

      in the Navy. I’ve got nothing against discipline in the Navy because it was severe not tyranneous [sic].


    


  




  ERAs lived in their own mess, and in this respect were accorded the privileges of petty officers.




  

    

      There were twenty-three of us, including two chief ERAs, in a curtained off space about twelve by eight feet in the fo’c’sle. We

      used to have our meals in there, and perhaps a dozen of us would sling their hammocks in there, but the remainder would sling anywhere, perhaps in the torpedo flat, or further below, in the

      chest flat where sea chests were kept. In the daytime, hammocks were lashed up and stowed away. We sat on lockers, all the way round the table which ran the length of the room, each of us had

      one.




      In our mess we had two stokers who looked after our creature comforts. They drew the food from stock, prepared it, took it to the galley to be cooked, and

      brought it down at meal times. They kept the mess clean and acted generally as servants.


    


  




  The ERAs’ mess was not large, but there was more privacy than on a messdeck where the sailors and marines lived. A ship’s company was divided into stokers’, seamen’s,

  marines’, and boys’ messes. The seamen were further subdivided into four divisions, forecastlemen, quarterdeckmen, maintopmen, and foretopmen, a hangover from

  sailing-ship days. Each division had its own mess deck in which there were sufficient tables to seat the men, at around sixteen to a table. Each table of sixteen constituted a mess. The table was

  hung from the deckhead (ceiling). James Cox:




  

    

      The tablecloths were rolls of lino, which we used to roll out at every meal. We had mess gear supplied to each mess, such as basins to drink

      from; we had no cups and saucers then. We had plates, knives and forks, which were replaced now and again. There was a leading seaman in charge of the mess, he was the mess caterer.




      Each mess was issued with a book of chits to be used in the canteen. The daily allowance per man from the Admiralty was half a pound of meat, including bone,

      a pound of potatoes, an ounce of milk, an ounce of tea, and small amounts of sugar, salt etc. Every man would take it in turn to be cook of the mess, two at a time. They would draw the rations

      each day. Anything extra they wanted, such as soup powders, or tomatoes, they would get from the canteen and charge it to the mess chit book. The cook of the mess would prepare the meal, for

      example: schooner on the rocks, which was a shin of beef on a dish of spuds; or a three-decker, which is a layer of meat, a layer of dough, another of meat, another of dough, up to three

      layers. He would then take it to the galley where it was cooked for him.




      We had breakfast at 8 o’clock, dinner at twelve. At four o’clock we used to come down and have a cup of tea. At seven o’clock you had

      supper, which was much the same as breakfast. Some cooks of the mess would make up something from dinner leftovers, or make fishcakes. You got tinned salmon in those days, it was a regular

      issue in the Navy. Tins of rabbit was another, it came in your ration. They accumulated in the mess shelves, because people didn’t always want them. But they could be eaten for

      supper.


    


  




  Rations could be augmented with food such as cheese, bloater paste, and bacon using the allowance of fourpence a day credited to each mess by the paymaster. Messes that

  ‘overdrew’ their account had to make it up by going on short rations until sufficient credit had accumulated. No money changed hands. This system of messing, canteen or broadside, had

  hardly changed since Nelson’s day, although the quality of the food was better.11* James Cox:




  

    

      There’s no comfort in a broadside mess at all. All the average sailor’s got to sit on is a form [bench] which takes eight men on either side, and

      a bare table with lino. If you want a nap during the dinner hour, you lie on a nine-inch wide form, if you can find room. One form will take two people. Or he lays on the

      table with a ditty box for a pillow. If he has a short while before coming on watch at night and it is not worth slinging his hammock, he lays on the table, or under it.




      Ships are built for battle. There are few portholes, only in the non-vulnerable parts. Over all the vulnerable parts is armour plate, its solid. That includes

      mess decks, so you’ve got no ventilation bar fans, bringing in fresh air from the ventilators on deck. In a mess deck at night, in a hammock, with eighteen inches between each hook,

      you’re sleeping very close.


    


  




  Life on board a destroyer was more to James Cox’s liking:




  

    

      Lovely. Men of my type who could stick the sea, always volunteered for destroyers. I never liked big ship life. There was more discipline in

      a big ship. In a destroyer you got no Naval Police, the only man aboard to discipline you is the coxswain. He’s a busy man, he’s a seaman, he’s the purser, he takes the ship

      in and out of harbour, and looks after the navigation and charts. Everybody had his job to do. If he didn’t do it, no one else did. We’d come in from sea, and the Captain would say,

      ‘You can’t go ashore for the weekend until the ship’s cleaned up’. The ship would be spick and span before you left it. As soon as you’d done your job you were

      free to go.


    


  




  Gilbert Adshead also preferred destroyer life:




  

    

      When you went to a small ship, like the Thisbe the destroyer, with only seventy-eight people on board, you lived a different life, you

      counted for more as a person, than you did on a big ship, and the rules and regulations were not so strict. The man who’s most responsible on a destroyer is the coxswain. He can make or

      mar the happiness of a ship. On the Thisbe, I went to after the Lord Nelson, we had a very fine coxswain.


    


  




  In every ship rum was issued at eleven o’clock to petty officers and to the remainder of the ship’s company when they went to dinner at noon. Petty officers had their rum neat, about

  one fifth of a bottle, and then everybody else had it with three parts water to one part rum. Life in destroyers could be more free and easy when it came to the matter of rum issue. James Cox:




  

    

      In destroyers, of course I’m giving away secrets now, the coxswain and the Chief Torpedo Instructor, as I was, used to work as opposite

      numbers. If he was ashore, I did his job, so I used to issue the rum. We had a rum spirit stoppage book, to record the numbers of those who had gone ashore for the weekend, because when a man

      went ashore his rum was stopped. Suppose there was one hundred ashore, we would say, ‘fifty stopped’, and the other fifty tots would go down into our mess, and

      the warrant officers mess.


    


  




  Rum was also used as currency for favours done, such as standing in for a duty. Gilbert Adshead drew his rum but did not drink it:




  

    

      Everyone was supposed to drink their rum at once, you weren’t allowed to bottle it and stow it away. But I used to get a lot of things

      done for a tot of rum. I had a leading stoker who slung my hammock for me, and did all my washing. He was in charge of the hydraulic engine department which had steam pipes going through it. He

      was able to dry my washing on the steam pipes. I paid him ten shillings a month and my tot.


    


  




  Sailors could make money by setting up ‘firms’ on board. James Cox:




  

    

      I took up haircutting. I invested in half a dozen razors and charged a shilling a month to a man who used my razors to do the shaving, while

      I did the haircutting for which I charged twopence.




      Another person would buy lemonade powder and a hundredweight of sugar off the pusser, and make a couple of buckets of lemonade every night, and sell it for a

      penny a glass. There were no canteens then like they’ve got now.




      Another person would make clothes. He would make a jumper and trousers, which are easily cut out. You’d get three yards of serge at one and threepence a

      yard, half a yard of jean [for the square collar], that used to be eighteenpence, so five bob, you’ve got your material. He’d have a little hand machine, and run you up a suit of

      clothes for a dollar [five shillings], and charge you ten shillings. We used to get one afternoon a week, called make and mend to make your own clothes. Instead of making, you used to pay this

      chap and he would make them for you.




      Someone else would do other people’s washing. These were mostly married men because marriage wasn’t recognised [by additional pay]. They’d

      wash your clothes for tuppence a piece, or for a blanket sixpence.




      Where money was involved you had to get the Captain’s permission to set up a ‘firm’. Usually they would grant permission for a barbering or

      a lemonade firm on each messdeck. If there was already one on your messdeck, you might go into partnership. Particularly two married men who wanted a few bob for their leave might go into

      partnership.


    


  




  At the beginning of the last century, and well into it, Portsmouth, Chatham and Plymouth (and its satellite Devonport) were sailor’s towns. There were soldiers and marines in them too, for

  each had a substantial military garrison, but sailors predominated. Each was a port division to which every rating belonged, and to which he returned between time at sea. On completion of training

  ratings were assigned to port divisions: Devonport (‘Guzz’), Chatham (‘Chats’), and Portsmouth (‘Pompey’). Ships were manned exclusively from

  one port division. Now Devonport and Portsmouth are shadows of their former selves, with high unemployment, existing on tourism and a modicum of light industry. Then all three had thriving

  dockyards, capable of building and repairing any kind of warship including battleships. When the fleet was in they hummed with life. Even when it was out, there were enough sailors to liven up the

  bars, and provide a living for the prostitutes. James Cox:




  

    

      I loved Chatham. If you was inclined to run after women, you knew all the places such as Mother Knott’s and the Dover Castle, where you

      met the women you wanted to see. In fact some of them had long standing engagements with prostitutes, and were very friendly with them. On the other hand, people who wanted to go up to London,

      could catch what they called the theatre train. You could go for half a crown return [2s 6d], go to a theatre, come back to Chatham on the milk train and be aboard ship by seven in the

      morning.




      I used to go to London mostly because I was a Londoner. Course I had a girl in London, a regular one, that became my wife later on, that I courted for a

      number of years. In Chatham one of the popular places for sailors was the theatre, Barnett’s, a popular music hall. Next door there was a pub which the artistes used. We used to go in

      there with them. Many of the chorus girls done a bit of ‘sniping’ on the quiet, because the pay in those days was very bad for chorus girls. If she could earn five bob off a sailor,

      well and good. And on top of that there was the homosexual people you see.




      The prostitutes were very good women too. We never picked them off the streets, you knew the pubs where to look. They was all crowded with women. But there

      was never, or seldom, a fight over women in pubs. You see nearly all these girls knew somebody on the ships. They used to come back to them time after time. I’ve found among prostitutes

      very, very good women, irrespective of their lapses of propriety you might say. They were good, friendly, honest and would always help you out if you was drunk. The sailors used to treat them

      straight, and they used to treat us straight.




      In London once, I was in a pub drinking. Although I say it myself, I was always clean looking, a tall, fair young man. I turned round and my glass was filled

      up. I got talking to this girl. I said goodnight to her, and went outside. I was standing getting my bearings, and she came out and took hold of my arm, and said, ‘you’d better come

      home with me. You’re not fit to walk’ She called a cab. In the morning I woke in a lovely room, with a nice girl beside me.




      I got up and looked through my pockets to see if my money was there, it wasn’t. I was going to go for her, and she said, ‘You’d better look

      in your boot, where you stuffed it last night’. Now that girl I knew for months. I found out she was a young suffragette, from quite a good family. I spent many

      weekends with her. She paid for it all the time. She said, ‘I’ve got an allowance from my parents’.
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