

[image: images]





[image: images]





First published in Great Britain in 2009 by

Pen & Sword Maritime

an imprint of

Pen & Sword Books Ltd

47 Church Street

Barnsley

South Yorkshire

S70 2AS

Copyright © Peter C. Smith 2009

ISBN 978 1 84415 982 6

eISBN 9781844681907

The right of Peter C. Smith to be identified as Author of this Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

See all Peter C. Smith’s books at www.dive-bombers.co.uk

A CIP catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission from the Publisher in writing.

Typeset in Palatino by Phoenix Typesetting, Auldgirth, Dumfriesshire

Printed and bound the UK by MPG Books Group

Pen & Sword Books Ltd incorporates the Imprints of Pen & Sword Aviation, Pen & Sword Maritime, Pen & Sword Military, Wharncliffe Local History, Pen & Sword Select, Pen & Sword Military Classics and Leo Cooper.

For a complete list of Pen & Sword titles please contact

PEN & SWORD BOOKS LIMITED

47 Church Street, Barnsley, South Yorkshire, S70 2AS, England

E-mail: enquiries@pen-and-sword.co.uk

Website: www.pen-and-sword.co.uk





Contents

Acknowlegements

Explanatory Note

Chapter One The Early Years

Chapter Two The Sands Run Out

Chapter Three Home Fleet

Chapter Four Halifax Escort Force

Chapter Five Under Cunningham’s Command

Chapter Six Long Voyages

Chapter Seven Tropical Climes

Chapter Eight American Interlude

Chapter Nine The Regal Rouble!

Chapter Ten Journey’s End

Epilogue

Appendices

1 – Battle Honours

2 – Ships of the Name

3 – Battle Record





Acknowledgements

In recounting the story of a famous British battleship in peace and in war I was conscious of the fact that, sixty years after her demise, even the youngest of her former cruiser members must now be of considerable age. As the years pass the opportunity to record for posterity the last eyewitness glimpses of a way of life now extinct becomes increasingly difficult. My thanks and gratitude are therefore all the more sincere to those gallant gentlemen who have kindly allowed me into their lives and homes and who have patiently recounted their experiences for me to set down. Cross-checking the facts from official records, signals and battle reports, the essential dry stuff of an historian like myself, is made less of a burden by the contributions of those who both knew the Royal Sovereign and loved her.

My thanks then to the following for all their help and assistance in the preparation of this book. Whenever possible I have let their words tell the story: Admiral Peter Skelton CB, RN; Lieutenant-Commander E.S.W. MacClure RN; Lieutenant-Colonel C.L. Price RM; Major I.F. Wray MBE, RM; Len Thomas; Harold Jago; B. McDermott; H. ‘Buck’ Taylor; Lawrence Dixon; W.G. Mills; Stanley Terry; James H. Clayton-Pearson; Dorothy Parker, widow of the late C.H. Parker; Des Whitby; E.C. Moore; Tom Pope; Stan Amesbury; Fred Troughton; Stan Smith; S.E. Crouch; K. Simmond; E.B. Mackenzie; Lorna Darley; Bill Heffernan; J.A.C. Yendell; Robin McGarel Groves; and many others who, regrettably, have asked me not to name them, including ‘ARFBH’. Also to Russian Naval Historian Alex Bolnykh for his invaluable assistance in researching the short career of the Royal Sovereign when she was on loan to Stalin as the Arkhangelsk. And to Mr J. A. Cunningham for useful additions.

My thanks, also, to David Higham Associates Ltd, London, for permission to quote from The Bismarck Episode by Russell Grenfell; to Collins Publishers Ltd for permission to quote from Operation Neptune and Men of Action by Kenneth Edwards; to Mrs H.M.B. McKendrick, Carnoustie, Scotland, for permission to quote from A Sailor’s Odyssey by Viscount Cunningham of Hyndhope.

Peter C. Smith

Riseley, Bedfordshire





Explanatory Note

It is a measure of the gap ‘sixty years on’ that I feel the necessity to explain to younger readers just what the nickname ‘Tiddly Quid’ meant. Following the restoration of the monarchy after Oliver Cromwell, it became practice to reaffirm loyalty to the Crown by prefixing warships’ names with ‘Royal’ or ‘Loyal’, or renaming them to commemorate some act of allegiance or an event, such as Royal Oak, Loyal London and the like; and Royal Sovereign was in this tradition. However, ships of the Royal Navy have also been named Sovereign of the Seas as a mark of their great size and majesty, or just plain Sovereign for a variety of reasons. A more recent ruling (contained in the Appendices of this volume) has confirmed once and for all that all these variations are but different manifestations of the same continuity of lineage.

So much for proud tradition down the centuries; and as such warships’ names perform a valuable function in forming a bond between the wooden walls of the sixteenth century and the nuclear submarines of 2008. But of course ‘Jack’ will have none of this. The lower deck has always come up with affectionate names of their own for the ships they fought and served so well down the centuries. Thus Bellerophon became ‘Billy Ruff’n’ to the common sailor, Penelope was invariably ‘Pennyloap’, and more recently the 1930s sloop Weston-super-Mare was immediately dubbed ‘Aggie-on-Horseback’ after Dame Agnes Weston, founder of the well-known sailors’ homes. Royal Sovereign was always a smart ship – more than that, an extra-smart ship – in an age when burnished brasswork and holystoned white decks marked the outward manifestation of efficiency and pride. To the sailors such a ship was a ‘Tiddly ship’, the best, the smartest, the top-notch ship of the fleet. A sovereign was also the mark of coinage: the Imperial British Pound was a ‘Sovereign’, and so the transition of Royal Sovereign to ‘Tiddly Quid’ was a natural. From that to Marine Major Wray’s inspired ‘Regal Rouble’ was but a short step for mankind!

But to a whole generation of naval officers and seamen from 1916 to 1949 there will always be only one ‘Tiddly Quid’. May this book help preserve her memory for future generations of fighting sailors.





CHAPTER ONE

The Early Years

Our story begins in Portsmouth Dockyard in the last days of peace before the onset of the First World War. Here, on 15 January 1914, the keel of another mighty battleship for the Royal Navy was laid down. This was at the period of the intense naval rivalry between the ambitions of Imperial Germany, as decreed by Kaiser Wilhelm, and the traditional ruler of the waves, Great Britain. That rivalry culminated in the Great War, but was not the cause of it.

Ordered under the 1913 Building Programme, with a waterline length of 580 feet and an overall length of 624¼ feet, a beam of 88½ feet and a mean draught of 28½ feet, the Royal Sovereign, as first built, had a designed displacement of 28,000 tons, or 31,200 tons full-load displacement. She was engined by Parsons direct-drive steam turbines developing 40,000 hp which drove four shafts and gave her a top speed of 21½ knots as designed. She was thus slower than the preceding Queen Elizabeth-class battleships, but fitted in with the rest of the battle fleet of Dreadnought and Super-Dreadnought types. Her slow speed was always to dog her down the years, but at the time of her construction this speed was the norm and not exceptional. None the less, the Royal Sovereign-class ships were always rated lower than the Queen Elizabeths for this reason.

She was fitted with eighteen Babcock and Wilcox boilers in three boiler rooms, and all their funnel uptakes were trunked below decks into one, thus allowing them to have one single funnel rather than the more normal two in most contemporary battleships. This gave them a dignified silhouette, quite unique for the period. In later years battleships were modified thus, and some were built to give a better all-round field of fire for the AA guns, but in 1916 the Royal Sovereign and her four sisters were quite special in this. Unfortunately, as in many of the ships influenced by Admiral ‘Jackie’ Fisher, the proximity of the bridge structure to the funnel led to problems with smoke. The ship’s gunnery control top was sometimes made almost untenable in a following wind. The Resolution was fitted with a clinker screen in 1922 to overcome this problem, but not until World War Two did Royal Sovereign herself follow suit.

They were originally designed to have been coal-burning ships, like most of the battleships of that period. Fortunately, the benefits of oil-fuel having been grasped with the Queen Elizabeth class, the courageous decision was taken to convert the Royal Sovereigns in the same manner while they were still on the stocks, so they were completed thus. Initially they were fitted with tanks with a capacity of 3,400 tons, but they also carried 140 tons of coal for other purposes. For her crew this had one obvious benefit and one unexpected one. They were to be spared the horrors of coaling ship after long patrols at sea in ghastly conditions, and the ship’s company’s bathrooms were built below the waterline in what were originally to have been coal bunkers.

Launched on 29 April 1915, she had as her motto, Ducere Classem Regem Sequi – To lead the Fleet to follow the King, and she was the eighth ship of the name.

There were originally to have been eight ships in this class, but three were cancelled, and Admiral Fisher had determined on extra battle-cruisers for his hare-brained Baltic Expedition. Thus the Renown and Repulse became different warships altogether, of the same vintage, but much swifter. In compensation they carried hardly any armour (a fact which had to be hastily rectified when they joined the fleet in the aftermath of Jutland) and two fewer 15-inch guns.

Royal Sovereign’s armament comprised eight 15-inch, 42calibre guns, paired in four turrets, two forrard, ‘A’ and ‘B’, and two aft, ‘X’ and ‘Y’, each set super-imposed to give all-round firing coverage. Her secondary armament was of fourteen single 6-inch, 45-calibre guns, designed to sink attacking enemy destroyers while the main guns slugged it out with the enemy battle-line. These were disposed in two batteries, port and starboard amidships. The total number of these secondary guns was reduced to ten when two on the main deck aft were suppressed. As a concession to the infant air services two single 3-inch HA guns were fitted, along with four 3-pounders for saluting purposes.

The naval 15-inch gun was one of the great success stories of the period, and it became the ‘standard’ British battleship mounting, reliable and trustworthy. Initially, however, it was designed to fulfil the role envisaged for it of battle-lines pounding each other at 10,000 yards’ range. It therefore had an elevation of only twenty degrees. As the battle ranges doubled and then trebled as the years went by, this was to be another crippling limitation of their power as they became progressively outranged while foreign battleships were modified. Apart from ‘A’ and ‘B’ turrets aboard the Resolution in 1941, the ‘Royal Sovereigns’ never had their twin 15-inch turrets modified to 30 degrees to extend their range, although it was often mooted. Lack of funds prevented this being done, and this was the second limiting factor which brought them such a bad press in the Second World War.

But this was twenty years in the future. In 1914, when they began to take shape, they were the ultimate in battleship design, far superior to the equivalent German designs of the time, and, in their internal armour protection, actually superior to the Queen Elizabeths, a fact often overlooked or ignored in reference books.

They had a main belt 13 inches at its maximum thickness, with 10-inch maximum barbettes and 13-inch maximum turret armour. Deck armour was similar to the Queen Elizabeths, but an additional 2-inch-thick deck was built on top of the 13-inch main belt at main deck level instead of a 1-inch deck on the waterline.

Anti-torpedo bulges were coming into fashion. These were appendages built outside the main hull and designed to take the main blast effect out of a torpedo hit and prevent it penetrating through to the real hull itself. The Ramillies was actually constructed with this feature, but Royal Sovereign had to wait until a refit in the 1920s before she received hers. It had the effect of increasing the beam of the ship to 108 ft, but surprisingly had little effect on the ship’s speed, reducing it by perhaps half to one knot.

It is often forgotten that battleships of this period also carried torpedo tubes. It was thought that opportunities might present themselves for the coup-de-grâce to be delivered in this fashion after a naval battle, a thought that proved largely illusory. None the less, at the time of her completion, Royal Sovereign carried four submerged 21-inch torpedo tubes with twenty torpedoes.

As for seagoing qualities, so essential for Royal Navy ships, which, unlike other navies, were usually at sea, the Royal Sovereign class, although shorter than some, proved themselves to be the steadiest seaboats of all the various Dreadnought classes, and the best gun platforms.

The names of the five ships as finally allocated were, as befitted the time and the might of the navy they were built for, both stirring and traditional: Ramillies, Revenge, Resolution, Royal Sovereign and Royal Oak.

Captain T.A. Hunt RN, who had commanded the battleship Thunderer in the Grand Fleet, was appointed in command of the Royal Sovereign, and he therefore travelled the full length of Great Britain, from Scapa Flow to Portsmouth Dockyard, to take over the great vessel in the early spring of 1916. With him went his navigating officer, Lieutenant James Troup. He gave this record of his captain, the takeover and her first voyage north to join the Grand Fleet through submarine-infested waters:


Our ship was commanded by Captain A.T. Hunt, whose fearlessness brushed every difficulty aside. He was reputed to have shot five lions before breakfast. We had a small billiard-table aboard and he could beat everyone playing only with his right hand and with his left behind his back.

I had the privilege of following him to HMS Royal 
Sovereign, which we took over from Portsmouth Dockyard.

I had to sign my name under his on a receipt for this ship – rather a large transaction for me!

We sailed from Portsmouth with a large company – all the ship’s complement, naval ‘passengers’ joining other ships at Scapa and numerous experts and workmen to ensure that the machines from their firms and the dockyard worked correctly – perhaps 1,400 in all.
 
We were not long away before I observed every time I came down from the bridge that the same civilian was always hanging around on the boat deck near the bridge ladder. He got into conversation with me and his only topic was the prospect of a submarine attack. Indeed, I heard that when he was absent he had a workman stationed to give instant, personal warning.

‘I suppose we’re in the worst part now for submarines?’ ‘Yes.’

‘How soon will we get clear?’ ‘I wish I knew.’

Then, next time:

‘I suppose we’re getting clear of the submarine area now?’ ‘I’m afraid not.’

So it went on all the way round Cape Wrath to the Pentland Firth, any sadism I might possess having full play. Poor devil!



The ship had commissioned in May 1916, and was still at Scapa working up due to a hitch in her gunnery trials when the Battle of Jutland was fought on 31 May 1916, so she took no part in this great sea fight.

After joining the 1st Battle Squadron on 25 May 1916, they were often at sea from that time onward, in all weathers, constantly hoping against hope that the Germans would venture forth once more to try conclusions with them. It was a vain hope. Crow as they might about a ‘glorious victory’, both the German admirals, Hipper and Scheer, knew in their hearts that they had only escaped total annihilation by the onset of darkness. Their one aim was to get home as quickly as they could, and once home their great fleet stagnated. Their battle fleet became truly mere floating barracks, the seedbeds of discontent and eventually mutiny and the overthrow of the state from within.

So for Royal Sovereign, as for all her contemporaries, the war years were weary and monotonous days of sweeps across the North Sea, days spent in foul weather covering the Norwegian convoys and in long hours on patrol in submarine-infested seas, all for no reward. The submarine remained a vague threat, which, though often spotted, rarely if ever inhibited the work of the battleships. During one sweep in August 1916, for example, two submarines were reported from Royal Sovereign, but no attacks were made.

Captain H.M. Doughty relieved Captain Hunt on 24 July 1917, but the pattern of their life continued much as before.

With the coming of the Armistice itself, the whole of the mighty Grand Fleet went to sea on 21 November 1918, to meet and escort the German fleet back to Britain. It was ‘Der Tag’ all right for the German Navy, but not in the manner that they had foreseen when they first built it to challenge British seapower. Admiral of the Fleet Lord Chatfield left this impression of the mutinous and sullen High Seas Fleet at its nadir and the Grand Fleet’s supreme triumph:


The surrender of the German Fleet was to many of us a highly painful if dramatic event. To see the great battleships come into sight, their guns trained fore-and-aft; the battle-cruisers, which we had met twice under such very different circumstances, creeping towards us as it were with their tails between their legs, gave one a real feeling of disgust. These ships that had fought so well, that had been such doughty opponents, what must they themselves feel? Surely the spirit of all past seamen must be writhing in dismay over this tragedy, this disgrace to all maritime traditions. The surrender of their Fleet, one felt, could never have been agreed to by a nation, which had a naval tradition or history.



The Commander-in-Chief, Admiral Sir David Beatty, summed it all up in one sentence at the end of that day. Turning to his flagship’s company assembled on the quarterdeck, he acknowledged their ringing cheers with, ‘Didn’t I tell you they would have to come out!’

The overpowering arrogance of some Germans, even after this humiliating display, was very apparent in the dealings that the Royal Navy had in the aftermath of the German ships’ mass surrender. Lieutenant-Commander Troup remembered the various encounters they had with the surrendered High Seas Fleet thus:


After escorting the German Fleet into Rosyth and then north to Scapa in 1918, it was my duty to pilot one of the German battleships to her berth.

I understood that the crew to do duty for the occasion on the bridge had released the captain from arrest in his cabin. The committeemen who headed the mutineer crew expected to be shown the berth on the chart and gave their futile approval. The movement was completed without trouble.

Our final transaction with them arose when they sank their fleet at Scapa. We set off for Rosyth that night with 400 Germans aboard.

Accompanied by these prisoners, it was an eerie experience to be on that run, which we had done so often during the war. Some of them were a little troublesome, especially officers. They expected more to be done for their comfort, and asked for cushions. The provision was reasonable, and by the time they came to leave next day our men had had enough of them, and gave rather short shrift to troublemakers.



As far as possible normal fleet routine was maintained to keep the Grand Fleet alert while the negotiations leading to the Versailles Treaty dragged on their weary course. Royal Sovereign, like many of the big ships of the fleet, had been fitted with ‘flying-off platforms’ atop ‘B’ and ‘X’ turrets from which fighter aircraft like the Sopwith Camel could be flown off to deal with Zeppelins, and in later years the Hawker Osprey floatplanes for spotting. Royal Sovereign also had catapults of the McTaggart type fitted to her quarterdeck. All these aeronautical appendages were only possible to use in very good weather with calm seas, and were therefore of only very limited value. Although they were to linger for most of the ships’ lives they were considered fire hazards, and by 1939 ‘Tiddly Quid’ had discarded hers.

The opportunity was taken in 1919 to dock the ship, and this involved de-ammunitioning. They entered the drydock at Invergordon in September. The Royal Marines took the opportunity to land their detachment at Houston Bay on 21 June to carry out exercises.

By now a commander, James Troup was also to recall the difficulties encountered by the demobilisation of the fleet in 1919:


We had over 500 men due to leave in my ship, many of them receiving letters from employers telling them that their posts could not be kept open if they could not come at once.

As might be expected, the ‘last in’ were the most vocal about being the ‘first out’.

They were due for warmer climes but first they recommissioned at Portsmouth.

After these troubles were resolved, we got a very young but long-service ship’s company. I had given up navigation for a time and remained in the same ship, Royal Sovereign, as Executive Officer, second-in-command. We served for some months in the Mediterranean.



Although now part of the 1st Battle Squadron in the newly named Atlantic Fleet between 1919 and 1926, they went to the Mediterranean Fleet in 1920, and after a stay at Malta sailed from there in April 1920 for the eastern basin, where trouble was brewing again with the Turks and Greeks. As F.C.M. Anderson recollected, ‘With HMS Resolution, the Royal Sovereign, in which I was serving at the time, was rushed from Gibraltar to deal with a spot of bother at Gallipoli.’

Commander Troup later recounted his experiences in Turkish waters:


Early in 1920, we visited Constantinople, where some show of force was necessary, and we marched in large numbers through various districts and occupied the War Office for one night.’ It was the Royal Marines’ No. 9 Platoon that carried out this particular operation:

Eventually [wrote Marine Anderson], an Army force, the ‘Buffs’, took over, their colours being handed over to the Tiddly Quid for safe-keeping. Nine months later, when the affair was settled, there was a ceremony on the quarterdeck when we trooped the colours and handed them back – perhaps the first occasion that a regimental colour had been trooped aboard a British battleship. I was one of the colour guard.



On one of our marches it was decided that the commanders should be mounted, and I was ‘teed-up’ in front of my company on an animal, which was more of a mule than a horse and had seldom, if ever, been ridden before.

To the delight of the sailors, the animal did his best to get rid of me by rearing. Then it tried walking backwards on its hindlegs towards the edge of the jetty. The prospects were poor even though I had learned to ride. However, an expert explained the dynamics of the dilemma, namely to hit hard whichever end came up, and the beast came under control, perhaps somewhat to the disappointment of the audience.

It was a moving experience to walk all over the Gallipoli Peninsula, the scene of great heroism, the graveyard of many heroes.

The fortunes of the White Russians fluctuated wildly at this time in the Crimea, where the Civil War against the ‘Reds’ was still raging, but eventually the tide of war turned finally against them. Many eminent Russian refugees now fled their homeland aboard British battleships. Royal Sovereign’s most distinguished ‘guest’ in this chaotic period was Princess Galitzine, whom they embarked at the port of Prinkipo on 31 July 1920.

Commander Troup continued:


By this time I had been a commander for a couple of years and had turned from navigation to executive work.

It came, therefore, as a shock when early in 1920 I was given the opportunity to become Master of the Fleet. The use of the Nelsonic title of this post had been resumed at the beginning of the war, the Master of the Fleet being the navigating officer of the Senior Commander-in-Chief’s flagship.

It was a post which carried heavy responsibility for the safe navigation of the Fleet and berthing of perhaps, 60 ships or more in harbour. I had become tired of navigation, but every previous Master of the Fleet had been promoted to captain. In my slight affairs, I realised that this was the tide ‘which taken at the flood, leads on to fortune’, and I compelled myself to accept this generous offer.



Troup therefore took farewell of Royal Sovereign to join the fleet flagship, Queen Elizabeth.

The policy of the Royal Navy in its reduced post-war circumstances was to rely on cruiser squadrons on the more distant stations (South America, China, East Indies and West Indies), while keeping the two main fleets, Atlantic and Mediterranean, and using them to reinforce the others in times of stress. From forty Dreadnought battleships in 1919, Washington had cut down the Navy to a mere fifteen, and other types of warship had suffered the same severe pruning. A battle fleet now only had sufficient ships for one or, at best, two squadrons of battleships, and therefore in order to exercise properly the two fleets met annually to carry out combined exercises, either in the Mediterranean or the Atlantic, following which they assembled at Gibraltar to assess the results.

In between times they carried out lesser exercises, gave ‘flagshowing’ cruises around the British Isles and the Empire and assimilated new equipment and doctrines. The severe cash shortages prevented all but a very modest modernisation programme or the construction of anything but a handful of new ships, and the further complications of the London Naval Treaty only made things worse. Therefore if ideas were slow in percolating down, the crippling effects of lack of Government interest and Government spending limits were the major factors. In the main, therefore, the battleships soldiered on with what they had and hoped for better days.

In the smaller Royal Navy of only some 100,000 officers and men, it was cosy enough for almost any ‘character’ to quickly become known throughout the fleet, and all manner of personalities and larger-than-life individuals, from admirals down to ABs, made their indelible mark on that happy band of brothers. Naturally stories abounded about their deeds and misdeeds, and were told and retold from Plymouth Hoe to the furthest reaches of the Yangtze river.

As for armament modifications, these were small in this period. The 3-inch HA guns had already been replaced by single 4-inch guns in 1925. In 1921 it had been proposed that four sets of multiple 2-pounder pom-poms be fitted, but there were only two prior to the Second World War. In May 1925 Royal Sovereign became part of the 2nd Battle Squadron, still with the Atlantic Fleet, and in October 1926 she was flying the flag of Rear Admiral D.T. Norris CB, CMG, in the 1st Battle Squadron, Mediterranean Fleet.

One young cadet who joined her as his first ship at that time is now Lieutenant-Commander E.S.W. MacClure RN. One of his uncles had served aboard the old Royal Sovereign in 1895, so the young Winton MacClure felt he was perpetuating a family tradition:


I am now aged 78, and it seems a long time since I and four of my fellow Naval cadets embarked from Cornwallis jetty, resplendent in our shell jackets (‘bum-freezers’) and midshipman’s dirks on 1 September 1925 to join HMS Royal Sovereign in the picket boat that forenoon.

The Captain at that time was Captain B. Domville. His career in the Royal Navy ended, I think, in the mid-thirties, when he was President of the Royal Naval College at Greenwich. The big Naval Pageant was held at Greenwich, which suited him down to the ground, as he and his family were very much interested in theatricals and stage work.

On 3 September the ship sailed for a courtesy visit to Wick, the fishing port in the north of Scotland. Wick had not received a visit from a battleship since HMS Iron Duke visited the port in 1912. My main recollections of Wick are of the overpowering smell of herring gutting and the dance laid on for the officers in the city hall. Captain Domville insisted that all the young officers should dance the Lancers – a favourite of his youth, no doubt, but certainly few of us knew very much of how to perform it.

The rest of the autumn’s cruise centred on exercises off Invergordon. The main incident that I can recall is when the Royal Sovereign’s first picket boat collided with and holed the flagship’s picket boat from HMS Revenge, the latter sinking just off Invergordon pier. We lost our second picket boat, which had to be transferred on loan to the flagship. Fortunately I was not in charge of Royal Sovereign’s picket boat at the time of this disaster.



Another incident that reflects life aboard a battleship in the midtwenties is well worth retelling. MacClure again:


It so happened that at that time the Admiralty was considering the introduction of steam laundries to capital ships in the Royal Navy, and HMS Royal Sovereign was chosen to receive an early prototype model, a somewhat fearsome structure, I recall.

Battleships and cruisers in those days carried their own detachments of Royal Marines on board, and with the reputation held by the Royal Marines the captain and commander decided that who better could handle this latest equipment in the Royal Navy than the Royals. Accordingly, a ship’s laundry crew was appointed with a Royal Marine NCO in command and a young lieutenant RN as ship’s laundry officer in general overall charge.

I fancy the drill book for operation of the laundry contained little other than general instructions. The days of commercial brands of soap powders, etc., had not yet arrived. The laundry crew wasted no time in raising steam true to Royal Marine traditions, the laundry became operational and loading of the officers’ and ship’s company washing got under way.

I myself possessed a caring mother who insisted on equipping me with the best Chilprufe underwear, flannel pyjamas, etc., when I was first released to sea. Regrettably, it was my new flannel pajamas that proved to be the fly in the ointment. Once the laundry was operating at full pressure, most articles for the wash were loaded in with scant regard for individual materials. I considered myself of normal stature at the time, but both the laundry staff and I were more than surprised when my flannel pyjamas emerged from the wash. Flannel does not take kindly to boiling, it would appear. Somewhat unwisely, I sent my pyjamas back home, where they proved almost a perfect fit for my young sister’s teddy bear.

My father was far from pleased when he saw the result of the ship’s handiwork, and did not hesitate to send a letter of remonstrance to the ship’s commanding officer. This, of course, passed down the line, ending finally with the lieutenant in charge of the laundry. By some miracle of fortune there the matter stopped, as had it reached the midshipmen’s gunroom I feel sure that the sub-lieutenant in charge would have awarded me summary corporal punishment.

I recall some years later reading an article in Punch about a somewhat similar incident abroad, when it was alleged that the Admiral’s white uniform had emerged from the wash a delicate shade of light mauve. Clever detective work established that the Admiral’s laundry and that of the Sergeant Major Royal Marines had entered the same wash, but accidentally the indelible pencil from the breast pocket of the Sergeant Major’s tunic had not been removed prior to washing. I think this tale is fictional, but strange things do happen at sea!

We did not remain very long aboard the Royal Sovereign, as she sailed in October to Portsmouth for docking and a short refit prior to proceeding to the Mediterranean.



On 4 October 1927, the Royal Sovereign returned to Portsmouth and reduced to reserve complement in order to undertake a major refit, as she was now ten years old. Four new rangefinders were fitted, along with eight searchlights. Normally she would be looking for newer battleships to have taken her place in line, but in the aftermath of the disastrous Washington Naval Treaty, when Britain had thrown away her age-old dominance of the sea, only two new battleships were built. These, the Nelson and Rodney, arrived on the scene while ‘Tiddly Quid’ was refitting, and they remained the only new British battleships for thirteen years! It was clear therefore that the Royal Sovereign and her sisters would have to soldier on for a long time yet.





CHAPTER TWO

The Sands Run Out

Following the London Naval Conference, the Royal Sovereign was rerated under the new displacement rules as being of 29,150 tons, standard. The refit was completed on 15 May 1929, when Royal Sovereign was recommissioned once more in the 1st Battle Squadron, Mediterranean Fleet. Here she remained until the following year. In August 1930, the young Ernle Chatfield, son of the C-in-C, took passage for home in the gunroom of the ‘Tiddly Quid’ by the kindness of Captain Washington.

Royal Sovereign was one of the four battleships of the Mediterranean Fleet in January 1934, the others being the fleet flagship Queen Elizabeth and the Revenge and Resolution. They were under the command of Admiral Sir William Fisher, a very wise and thoughtful leader who brought the fleet to the acme of readiness and perfection in time to face Mussolini’s threat to Abyssinia only to see the Government back down in appeasement. Royal Sovereign remained part of the Mediterranean Fleet, and among her leading seamen was Stanley Terry:


We were part of the 1st Battle Squadron between 1932 and 1935 and she was always Portsmouth-manned. One of the interesting things from this period was that Royal Sovereign carried a ‘Queen Bee’ wireless-controlled target plane. It was berthed on a catapult on our quarterdeck and we used it for AA gunnery practice. During this commission Royal Sovereign was a very happy ship and we won all the trophies in the fleet for gunnery and sport. The only one we couldn’t get our hands on was the ‘Cock of the Fleet’ trophy for the Fleet Regatta.

Most of our time in the Mediterranean was spent ‘showing the flag’ on various cruises. We were sent to various trouble spots in the Mediterranean as they erupted, Palestine, Athens and Cyprus. We thought we were the finest and most efficient unit in the fleet and certainly the cleanest, as it was all ‘spit and polish’ to the last degree. We really earned our nickname as we were the most ‘Tiddly’ ship in the most ‘Tiddly’ fleet in the most ‘Tiddly’ navy in the world!

We finally came home in April 1935, and after being given leave we took part in the big Jubilee Review at Spithead in honour of King George V. We entertained aboard Ramsay MacDonald and Mr Runciman during this time, and then we went into dock for a major refit and paid off, thus missing the Abyssinian War confrontation.



James H. Clayton-Pearson remembers joining the Royal Sovereign for a few months in 1934:


I was a Boy, 1st Class. We had to make do on twelve shillings per month, which was our total wage. We were at Split in the Adriatic and manned the ship’s guardrails when the King of Yugoslavia was murdered and his body brought home from Marseilles by the French fleet.



Exercises that year were held in the Bay of Biscay in a full gale, during which even the battleships were dripping their bows and ‘taking it green’ across the fo’c’sles, but it was a good practice for what was to come in later years off Greenland. By contrast the fleet regatta was held at Navarino Bay in Greece under a blazing sun. It was in the following year that she anchored at Spithead for the Jubilee Review of the Fleet by King George V.

By now, although the old peacetime routine was still being followed, the world was a very different place. The Fascist dictatorships had arisen unopposed in Italy, Germany and elsewhere in Europe. In the Far East Japan had been changed by the Washington Treaty from a loyal ally into a potential enemy of great power. The world was rearming, save for Britain and the United States. The halcyon days were coming to an end.

In August 1935 Royal Sovereign recommissioned as the flagship of Rear Admiral C.G. Ramsey CB, in the 2nd Battle Squadron, Atlantic Fleet. Walt Mills and Harold Jago both recall that she was serving as a training ship and had some 600 youngsters embarked. Walt Mills:


At that time we joined the Atlantic Fleet as Boys’ Training Ship. We leading hands were responsible for the signal and wireless boy trainees. At Reveille it was our job to rouse them, and the routine was once through the messdecks with the usual ‘Wakey-wakey’ calls, then a second trip to check, and any boys still found in their hammocks had the hammock clews cut. During my time aboard Royal Sovereign corporal punishment was eliminated. One of our yeoman signallers, who was awaiting promotion to signal boatswain, was disrated to leading signalman for striking a junior rating. To my knowledge he was the first victim of the abolition. We instituted our own methods of punishment, such as standing on top of ‘B’ turret or out on the bridge wing on the weather side in heavy seas.

Capital ships were allocated a drifter; ours was the Halo. Our signal bosun had a brainwave, and on passage from Portland to Portsmouth transferred me, with ten signal boys, to the drifter for signal exercises. We had barely cleared Portland harbour when the boys began being seasick, and they ended up hanging over the side, with the heaving line rove through their belts, presenting their breakfasts to the fishes en masse! The drifter’s ‘Bunts’ and I did all the exercises possible, which wasn’t much, as our best speed was nine knots.



One such youngster was Fred Troughton, and he has vivid memories of the ‘Tiddly Quid’ as a training battleship:


I left HMS Ganges, the boys’ training establishment, in early January 1937, to join the Royal Sovereign at Devonport along with a large number of other boy seamen to complete our boys’ sea training. We were isolated from the rest of the ship’s company in boy’s messdecks, with a leading seaman as boys’ instructor. During working hours we scrubbed decks (bare feet!), polished brasswork, provided working parties and the like. I remember we exercised ‘coaling ship’, a thing not done since before the Great War twenty or more years earlier. It was our ship’s galleys which still burned coal, so we boys were in the coal lighter filling the sacks. We also did a certain amount of instructions as part of our sea training.

Our first sea trip was a cruise to Madeira in the Canary Islands, very nice for us in our white duck suits. Or so we thought! In practice we hit a real howler of a gale in the Bay of Biscay (where else?) and many of the boys had as part of their initial training the true meaning of seasickness! However, the weather at Madeira and onward made up for it, although most of us suffered agonies with our first inoculations.

I recall the ship’s padre organising a boys’ trip ashore and doing the run down to the harbour over cobbles in the sledges; also manning the pumps as diving party alongside in the launch while the ship’s divers got in some practice.

Then on to Santa Cruz and Las Palmas in the Canaries. Very hot, tons of cheap bananas. We went ashore and played football. On the next pitch were new recruits for Franco’s army doing squad drill.

We then sailed to Gibraltar and joined up with the rest of the Home and Mediterranean Fleets, and I was very impressed with the might of the Royal Navy. We lay astern of the Hood; sadly a couple of her Marines had been killed earlier when a berthing wire parted and whipped back. Then came the combined fleet manoeuvres in the Atlantic. We boys took part in gunnery drills, bridge lookouts and streaming paravanes for mines.

Eventually the fleets split up and we made for the UK with the rest of the Home Fleet, arriving back at Devonport in time to take Easter leave. A number of us Portsmouth ratings left the Sovereign after a mere three months to join HMS Nelson at Pompey. Years later, during the war, I was serving in HMS Howe and we were at Scapa Flow when I next saw my first ship, Royal Sovereign, flying the Hammer and Sickle on loan to Russia. I did hear – after the war – that she came back in a much worse and dirtier condition than she had left us.



Royal Sovereign remained on this duty until 2 June 1937, when she again reduced to reserve for another major refit This one lasted until 18 February 1938, when she recommissioned for the 2nd Battle Squadron, Home Fleet. As always this meant the crew were fully extended in storing and ammunitioning ship. It also meant getting the ship cleaned up to her former ‘Tiddly’ condition after many months in the uncaring hands of the dockyard workers, in time for her to pass her C-in-C’s inspection before joining the Home Fleet. This meant long hours of work if you were on duty, working into the dogwatches, getting in lastminute stores and clearing up in general.

Tom Pope relates how this affected the Royal Sovereign on this occasion:


C-in-C Inspection was in three parts in those days: first, Action Stations. When we were closed up at our action stations he would walk round the ship thinking up different drills for the guns’ crews and asking awkward questions. Second, General Drill. This time he would have us doing exercises such as towing forward or towing aft, collision mat over the side, drop anchor and weigh them again by hand, walking the ship’s capstan round with capstan bars. This was a very hectic day. One was always rushing from one exercise to another, the decks being cluttered up with ropes and wires. Very often you finished up not quite sure what one was supposed to be doing, as there could be two or three different exercises going on at once. I, for one, was very glad when the day came to an end and I could crawl into my hammock, utterly exhausted. Still, no doubt the ‘great man’ felt satisfied with himself at the end of it, although what relevance it had for actual combat conditions I could never ascertain!

The third phase was inspection of the ship herself with the ship’s company at ‘Divisions’. On that day you were up before the crack of dawn, scrubbing, cleaning and polishing the ship from stem to stern. You were almost frightened to walk on the deck, and often a shout would go up: ‘Get that so-and-so off that deck, I have just scrubbed it!’ It was a case of ‘Walk on your eyebrows’. After fully inspecting the ship, it was the turn of the ship’s company to stand intense scrutiny. We all fell in by divisions and wearing our No. 1 uniforms, with those who were entitled to, their medals.

As the C-in-C went round the ship’s company, he would detail men off at random to lay out their kit or hammock for inspection. This would often cause a bit of a panic, especially if the man’s kit or hammock was not quite up to scratch.



After passing this ordeal Royal Sovereign’s crew could settle down to the normal routine of a Home Fleet battleship. The summer cruise that year included a visit to Greenock in conjunction with the Glasgow Exhibition, when ‘the Second City of the Empire’ put on display what was, in those distant days, a huge range of manufacturing and shipbuilding industries. Tom Pope:


During our stay we were made most welcome by the people of that city. Entry into the exhibition itself was free for us, and on their trams more often than not we were also allowed to travel free. The Royal Navy was held in high esteem then.

Royal Sovereign herself repaid the courtesy by throwing herself open to the public, and we quite enjoyed showing people around. In fact a good time was had by all. But all good things come to an end and we said farewell to Greenock and set a course for Scapa Flow.



The old Grand Fleet base was then still being run down, and teams of workers and servicemen were still hard at work demolishing the defences and guns from 1918, even though the threat of a new German war stared everyone in the face twenty years on! The islands looked as bleak as ever, but no opportunity was ever lost to test the men’s mettle, as Tom Pope recalls:


It was while we were in Scapa Flow that the Captain thought it would be a good idea to exercise a landing party on the island of Hoy, and just to make it more interesting it was to be a night attack by the Royal Marines, while the seamen were to act as the defence force. So, on the day, the seamen were landed with rifles, webbing gear and some blank rounds of ammunition, plus food and water to last for 24 hours.

I was with the section which was in support of the Headquarters, which had set up their post near the oil tanks. The gunnery officer had a 3-pounder saluting gun brought ashore, along with OA, carpenters and gun’s crew, and he had this weapon emplaced at the end of the jetty, facing seaward, with the intention of firing blanks should the attacking force try a frontal assault. However, when they fired a blank round the gun unseated itself without more ado, and that was that. End of experiment, end of defence capability and red faces all round!

Later on we got the word that the ‘Royals’ had landed and were on their way. We were therefore marched off to defend, of all places, the cemetery! This I think must have been the Naval cemetery at Lyness, as when it got lighter we found one or two headstones with German names on them, also some British. We remained there, sitting behind a wall until the morning, when, feeling very cold, tired (a night out at Scapa, even in summer, is not reckoned to do one’s health much good), we returned to the jetty and embarked in the drifter and returned to the ship in time for our tot of rum. We never did see the attacking force. What happened to them I am not sure, but I did hear that some of the ‘Royals’ got lost. Still, once more, a good time was had by all.



Their next port of call was to be Portland, where they were again to spruce the ship up to perfection in readiness for a visit by His Majesty King George VI. This meant a lot more bull, but this was wasted as, in fact, the King did not come aboard Royal Sovereign herself. In the event the ship’s company were landed and were inspected by the King ashore. He then embarked aboard the fleet flagship, the Nelson, and went to sea with the whole fleet. The highlight of the day was a full-calibre shoot at sea. Also, the fleet carried out AA firing against one of the ‘Queen Bee’ radiocontrolled target aircraft. Although the combined ships put up a barrage with their 4-inch and pom-poms, it flew serenely on through it and was not shot down! It was certainly a forewarning of just how effective the fleet’s defences against aircraft were – or rather, just how useless. Norway and Dunkirk were only to confirm numerous peacetime examples, but no lessons were heeded until it was too late.

While at Portland, the ship’s company also competed at soccer for the King George V Cup, which was an annual competition in the Navy. Many considered the standard of play quite worthy of that played by the professional clubs. Certainly it was widely supported by the ships’ companies. The biggest football match, the Royal Navy’s equivalent of the Wembley Cup Final, was the game played between the Home and Mediterranean Fleets, which took place at Gibraltar during the spring cruise. Regardless of who won, everyone retired afterwards to the ‘wet’ canteen, where the usual congratulations and ‘inquests’ were held over a few pints of beer.

Another event which took place at Portland at this time was the Fleet Regatta, when all the ships in the fleet, which had been training and working hard for months, displayed their best crews. It was regarded as an unofficial holiday, for apart from cleaning the decks there was no work done, all free time being taken up with cheering on the crews pulling the boats, cutters, gigs, whalers and skiffs. Some of the crews dressed up for it and ended up swimming across the harbour. At the end of the day the ship with the most winning crews was known as ‘Cock of the Fleet’ and proudly carried the cup around the assembled ships to the cheers of all the matelots. A huge model cockerel was made out of plywood and, gilded with gold paint and other embellishments, mounted atop ‘B’ turret for all to see. Boxing was another favourite competition held in the fleet, a cup again being fought for by all the different weights. There would also be ships’ dances held on board from time to time, and a ship’s concert with the Royal Marine band and many female guests. In the evenings, there being no cinemas aboard at that period, the crews had to make their own entertainments, so there would be card schools under way throughout the ship, and another popular game was Mah Jong. Time was taken out for writing letters or doing one’s dhobying.

The King also paid a state visit to Canada in 1939, sailing in one of the ‘Empress’ liners, with the Home Fleet escorting him part of the way and meeting him again on his return. Royal Sovereign was to become very familiar indeed with this particular stretch of ocean in the years ahead.

In between these duties the ‘Tiddly Quid’ paid a visit to the French naval base of Brest. The French Admiral Taub paid a visit to the ship with his staff. Again they were made most welcome by their hosts, and some of the ship’s company were invited to the homes of the inhabitants. After returning to Portland once more, the Royal Sovereign left for Sheerness at the mouth of the Medway, and gave leave. They also embarked new crew members to bring their complement up to war standards. Among those who joined her towards the end of 1939 was James Clayton-Pearson again, now an ordinary seaman.


I was drafted to her in the spring of 1939. I left her again to go HMS Vernon at Portsmouth to undertake my LTO course, but, halfway through it the crisis came and I was sent back to Chatham, where we were urgently needed. I was next drafted, for the third time, to HMS Royal Sovereign. We all had to have our kit ready to be sent to Chatham if we had to at the end of our leave. When in the last week we did have a travel warrant sent to us to report to Chatham, our kit didn’t arrive until eight days after we had left the Depot. Aboard ship we could not be given any work to do as we only had our best suits to wear! Then I was sent back down to Eastbourne and another training unit, HMS Marlborough, to finish the course and pass for LTD. Thus my job on Royal Sovereign was LTD of the Battery Room and Low Power Supply Panel and maintenance of the Low Power Generators. But no rise in pay!



The Home Fleet was concentrating at its war stations by the last weeks of August, and Royal Sovereign herself sailed north up the east coast in the closing days of peace to Invergordon. Here she anchored in company with HM Ships Repulse, Resolution, Rodney and Royal Oak, the 2nd and 18th Cruiser Squadrons, Belfast, Edinburgh, Glasgow, Newcastle and Southampton, and eight Tribalclass destroyers of the 6th Flotilla, Ashanti, Bedouin, Eskimo, Mashona, Matabele, Punjabi, Somali and Tartar.

By 31 August the bulk of these ships had joined the C-in-C, Admiral Sir Charles Forbes, with his flag in HMS Nelson, back in the famous land-locked anchorage of Scapa Flow in the Orkney Islands. The following day came the news that the German army had crossed the Polish border, despite warnings from Britain and France, and the deadline set by them for a declaration of war, 1100 on 3 September, was steadily ticking away.

The men of the Royal Sovereign were as ready as they could be for the great test. The old ship, now more than twenty years old, was none the less prepared once more to play her part in whatever fortunes of war were to come her way. Few could have envisaged, as those last days of peace ticked away, just how long that conflict was to last, to what strange waters and climes the dictates of war were to take her and just what unique fate awaited the ‘Tiddly Quid’ before that war was brought to a conclusion.
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